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PREFACE 


The  history  of  India’s  struggle  for  freedom  is  an  enthralling 
one.  It  has  all  the  drama  and  excitement  of  an  epic  tale. 
Incredible  heroism  goes  hand  in  hand  with  senseless  brutality. 
Accounts  of  this  period  are  replete  with  tales  of  loyalty  and 
treachery,  allegiance  and  insurrection,  terrible  atrocities  and 
peaceful  protests.  And  yet,  in  the  history  textbooks,  it  all  boils 
down  to  facts,  figures,  names  and  numbers.  No  wonder  then  that 
the  youth  of  today  know  so  little  and  care  even  less  about  this 
tumultuous  period  of  our  history. 

An  attempt  has  therefore  been  made  to  flesh  out  the  dry 
bones  of  history  and  recreate  the  major  events  of  the  period  in 
a  way  so  as  to  impel  the  readers  to  find  out  more  about  the 
period  that  is  responsible  for  giving  them  the  life  as  they  know 
it  today.  Written  in  the  form  of  a  dialogue,  the  entire  story  is 
narrated  through  discussions  between  two  children  and  their  old 
Masterji.  By  hanging  the  chronicle  of  the  struggle  upon  the 
thread  of  personal  experience  of  the  old  man  and  his  ancestors, 
the  immediacy  of  the  tone  has  been  maintained  through  the 
different  stages  of  the  struggle. 

The  narrative,  starting  with  the  Great  Revolt  of  1857  and 
culminating  in  the  transfer  of  power  on  August  15,  1947,  flows 
through  the  four  distinct  phases  in  the  freedom  struggle. 

The  first  phase  ended  with  the  suppression  of  the  revolt. 
The  brutalities  committed  and  the  terror  unleashed  by  the  British 
army  caused  widespread  panic  and  demoralisation  leading  to  a 
temporary  truce. 

The  second  phase  was  marked  by  the  growth  of  patriotic 
feeling  and  a  spirit  of  national  upsurge.  The  western  ideas  of 
patriotism  and  nationalism,  the  by-products  of  English  education, 


made  a  deep  impact  on  the  minds  of  educated  Indians.  “Why 
should  one  nation  preside  over  the  destinies  of  another  nation” 
was  the  question  being  asked  with  alarming  frequency.  The 
hallmark  of  this  period  was  the  beginning  of  political  organisation 
and  constitutional  agitation.  The  idea  that  caught  the  imagination 
of  the  people  at  large  during  this  phase  was  the  dream  of  a 
united  India  with  dominion  status  within  the  British  Empire.  “This 
phase  in  politics  also  witnessed  the  emergence  of  Indian  nation 
out  of  a  conglomeration  of  races,  communities  and  heterogeneous 
peoples.”  It  covers  the  post  1857  period  and  ends  with  the 
partition  of  Bengal  in  1905. 

The  next  phase  coincides  with  the  agitation  against  the 
partition  of  Bengal.  The  hitherto  constitutional  agitation  was 
given  up  in  favour  of  a  demand  for  Puma  Swaraj  and  Home  Rule 
became  the  rallying  cry.  The  appeal  to  the  British  government 
for  political  freedom  was  abandoned  and  people  “decided  to  rely 
on  their  own  efforts”.  This  phase  continued  till  the  death  of  Bal 
Gangadhar  Tilak  in  1920. 

The  final  phase  from  1920  to  1947  was  wholly  dominated 
by  Mahatma  Gandhi  who  led  and  steered  the  struggle  from  the 
front  with  his  hitherto  unknown  technique  of  Satyagraha  and 
Civil  Disobedience.  This  type  of  struggle  was  unique  and  had  not 
been  employed  anywhere  else  in  the  world. 

And  of  course  the  final  moment  came  when  Nehru  stood  up 
as  the  first  Indian  Prime  Minister  and  gave  utterance  to  the 
aspirations  of  the  people  in  his  famous  speech  beginning,  “Long 
years  ago,  we  made  a  tryst  with  destiny,  and  now  the  time  has 
come  when  we  shall  redeem  our  pledge...” 

It  is  hoped  the  book  will  inspire  the  readers  to  remember, 
no  matter  how  briefly,  the  enormous  sacrifices  that  were  made 
by  our  forefathers,  to  win  us  this  freedom  and  to  reflect  on  the 
pledge  we  made  at  the  stroke  of  the  midnight,  “of  dedication  to 
the  service  of  India  and  her  people  and  to  the  still  larger  cause 
of  humanity.” 


Rupa  Gupta 
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THE  GREAT  REVOLT  OF  1857 

There  were  a  few  days  left  for  the  Independence  Day 
celebrations  and  Masterji,  90  years  old,  had  come  to  Delhi  at 
the  invitation  of  the  Government  of  India  to  receive  an 
award.  He  was  a  house  guest  in  Jayanti's  house.  And 
everyone  in  the  house  including  her  grandparents  called  him 
'Masterji'.  Jayanti  loved  to  hear  him  talk.  He  had  an  unending 
stock  of  tales  to  tell.  Her  classmate  Azad  who  lived  next  door 
often  joined  them.  The  old  man  had  such  a  wonderful  way 
of  narrating  events  that  the  children  would  sit  spell-bound  for 
hours  listening  to  him. 

"Today  I  will  tell  you  a  true  story",  announced  Masterji 
one  day  and  began . 

The  Gathering  Storm  :  Discontentment  of  the  Sepoys 

Masterji  :  It  was  the  month  of  January,  and  the  year  was 
1857.  An  Indian  sepoy  or  soldier  was  walking  about  in  his 
room  with  a  very  heavy  frown  on  his  face.  The  name  of  this 
man  was  Pratap  Singh.  He  was  a  sepoy  in  the  Third  Cavalry 
at  Meerut.  Now,  why  was  Pratap  feeling  so  disgruntled?  One 
of  the  reasons  was  that  he  got  a  very  meagre  salary-just  7 
rupees  a  month.  In  those  days,  7  rupees  was  not  a  very  bad 
amount  if  you  were  a  bachelor.  In  fact  if  a  man  was  alone, 
he  could  live  quite  lavishly  on  that  amount.  But  it  was  quite 
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another  matter  if  he  had  a  family  to  support.  And  Pratap,  like 
most  of  the  other  sepoys,  had  to  send  home  some  money 
every  month.  After  spending  on  food  and  other  essentials,  he 
barely  had  a  rupee  left  to  send  home,  and  one  rupee  even  in 
those  days  was  a  pitifully  paltry  amount  for  a  large  family, 
specially  if  they  had  no  other  source  of  income. 

Perhaps  Pratap  would  not  have  minded  it  so  much  had 
the  pay-scales  been  uniform  for  the  British  and  the  Indian 
soldiers.  But  that  was  not  the  case.  A  British  soldier,  even  if 
he  happened  to  be  a  new  recruit,  got  a  much  higher  salary 
than  an  old  veteran  like  him,  besides  of  course  a  large  number 
of  extra  benefits.  This  sort  of  unfairness  was  very  frustrating 
besides  being  humiliating.  After  all  he,  like  most  of  the 
soldiers  of  the  Bengal  army  came  from  a  good  family.  Bengal 
army  was  made  up  of  sons  of  upper  class  Hindus  and 
Muslims. 

Azad  :  And  what  about  the  Madras  and  Bombay  armies? 

Masterji  :  Their  case  was  different.  Madras  and  Bombay 
armies  had  recruits  from  the  lower  classes,  because  there  was 
no  soldier  class  as  such  in  Madras  and  Brahmins  did  not  join 
the  army.  Anyway,  let’s  get  back  to  Pratap  Singh.  He 
belonged  to  an  illustrious  Kshatriya  family  who  had  served  the 
Surya  Vanshi  Rajput  kings  for  generations.  Pratap’s  thoughts 
were  interrupted  by  the  arrival  of  his  two  best  friends — Surya 
Shekhar  Sen  and  Wali  Mohammad.  They  too  had  similar 
backgrounds  as  Pratap.  Wali  Mohammad's  forefathers  had 
served  the  Nawabs  of  Avadh.  But  Shekhar's  case  was  slightly 
different;  he  was  the  son  of  a  Zamindar  of  Bengal — he  had 
run  away  from  home  to  join  the  army;  after  that  his  family 
had  cut  off  all  connections  with  him. 

Constant  Humiliation 

On  this  particular  day,  Wali  and  Shekhar  were  looking 
very  agitated.  They  burst  into  Pratap's  room,  their  faces  red 
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with  anger.  "Have  you  heard  of  their  latest  insult?"  cried  Wali. 
"You  know  how  much  humiliation  we  bear  all  the  time;  these 
white  officers  taunt  us,  insult  us  and  even  kick  us,  but  today's 
incident  is  really  too  much!"  Pratap  wanted  to  know  the  cause 
of  their  anger  and  was  told  that  a  young  non-commissioned 
officer  had  hit  Ram  Singh.  Pratap,  like  everyone  else,  was 
shocked  to  hear  this,  because  Ram  Singh  was  an  old  veteran 
respected  by  the  whole  regiment.  Just  then,  they  heard  a  lot 
of  noise  and  went  out  to  see  what  was  happening.  They 
found  an  important  meeting  going  on  in  the  next  room. 
Everyone  was  terribly  agitated.  All  of  them  had  some  grievance 
or  the  other  against  their  British  masters  and  Ram  Singh's 
incident  brought  it  to  the  surface.  What  did  they  get  for  their 
years  of  loyalty  and  devotion?  Discrimination  and  ill-treatment; 
not  just  from  the  commissioned  officers  but  from  the  non 
commissioned  ones  as  well.  The  three  friends  joined  in  the 
heated  discussion. 

"They  have  no  consideration  at  all  for  our  religious 
sentiments,"  declared  Wali.  "And  they  make  promises  they 
never  keep,"  said  Pratap.  "Aren't  they  going  against  their 
contract  when  they  begin  to  send  us  out  of  the  country  to 
fight  for  them  in  alien  lands?" 

"They  know  that  crossing  the  sea  is  taboo  in  our 
religion,"  broke  in  one  young  fellow  who  had  just  returned 
from  Burma.  "Just  look  at  me;  no  one  will  receive  me  in  my 
house  or  give  his  daughter  in  marriage  to  me;  I  am  an 
outcast."  "And  what  about  their  promise  that  Sikhs  and 
Muslims  would  not  be  asked  to  shave  their  hair  and  beard." 
cried  JarnaiJ  Singh,  a  young  Sikh  youth.  They  had  cause  to 
be  agitated  because  an  order  had  been  passed  recently 
according  to  which  any  soldier  refusing  to  shave  could  be 
punished  or  even  dismissed.  Why  are  they  tampering  with  our 
religion?  Why  are  English  missionaries  giving  speeches 
everywhere  against  child  marriage  and  purdah?  And  the  one 
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fear  that  gripped  these  soldiers  was  that  there  was  some  plot 
to  convert  them  all  to  Christianity.  "Why  are  they  trying  to 
destroy  our  religion?"  asked  Shekhar  giving  voice  to  the  fear, 
"I  wonder  what  they  will  do  next?"  At  that  moment,  a  metallic 
gong  began  to  strike  summoning  them  for  dinner,  and  the 
sepoys  got  up  and  filed  into  the  mess. 

State  of  the  Peasants 

In  a  village  not  far  away  sat  another  group  of  people 
huddled  round  a  fire;  on  their  faces  too  could  be  seen  the 
same  discontentment  and  helpless  anger— these  were  the 
long  suffering  peasants.  Amongst  them  were  both  farmers 
and  craftsmen.  The  farmers'  plight  was  the  worst.  He  was 
being  destroyed  from  two  sides.  On  the  one  hand  were 
famines  and  droughts  destroying  his  crops,  and  on  the  other, 
the  revenue  collector's  torture.  If  for  relief,  he  borrowed 
money,  the  moneylender  would  suck  him  dry.  That  was  not 
all.  The  poor  farmer  was  being  forced  to  grow  what  the 
government  wanted  them  to,  instead  of  their  traditional  crops. 

The  state  of  the  craftmen  was  pretty  bad  too.  For 
generations,  they  had  earned  their  livelihood  by  crafting 
exquisite  articles  which  were  appreciated  and  bought  by  the 
kings  and  nobles  but  now  the  British  had  destroyed  the 
princely  order  and  there  was  no  one  to  patronize  them. 
Things  were  made  worse  by  the  fact  that  the  British  were 
getting  everything  from  England,  even  things  like  needle, 
thread  or  utensils  for  daily  use. 

These  poor  people  were  silent  as  if  waiting  for  a 
miracle — their  suffering  was  too  deep  for  words.  But  their 
eyes  were  questioning.  "Why  are  they  destroying  us?"  they 
asked. 

The  Aristocracy 

Like  many  others  of  his  kind,  Pratap's  father  was  feeling 


THE  GREAT  REVOLT  OF  1857 


5 


very  resentful  towards  the  British,  and  he  had  good  reasons 
for  doing  so.  Virendra  Singh  had  always  been  a  proud  man 
and  it  hurt  his  ego  to  be  dependent  on  the  meagre  allowance 
sent  by  his  son.  From  landholding  gentry,  he  had  become  a 
pauper  overnight.  Who  would  have  thought  that  he  would  be 
suddenly  called  to  furnish  documents  to  prove  that  his  land 
which  his  family  had  held  on  rent-free  tenure  for  generations 
really  belonged  to  him.  This  was  a  bolt  from  the  blue  but  this 
was  happening  to  hundreds  of  other  landowners.  All  over  the 
country,  the  new  system  of  land  holdings  introduced  by  the 
British  were  wiping  away  the  old  zamindars. 

See  what  happened  in  Bengal,  Bihar,  Orissa  and  Banaras 
as  a  result  of  the  Permanent  Settlement?  You  have  probably 
read  in  your  school  about  the  Permanent  Settlement.  It  was 
introduced  by  Lord  Cornwallis  in  1793,  and  by  this  settlement 
the  revenue  collector  of  an  estate  became  its  owner  as  well. 
As  the  new  landowner,  he  was  supposed  to  pay  a  fixed 
amount  within  a  fixed  period.  So  unlike  the  jagirdars  of  the 
Mughal  period  he  got  hereditary  right  over  the  land  and  could 
sell  or  mortgage  it  at  will. 

Jayanti  :  What  about  the  South,  Masterji?  Wasn't  the 
Permanent  System  introduced  in  Madras? 

Masterji  :  The  system  introduced  in  Madras  was  known  as 
the  Ryotwari  System.  By  this  system,  the  government  got  into 
a  direct  agreement  with  the  cultivator  or  the  ryot.  The 
revenue  was  fixed  for  a  period — not  more  than  30  years — on 
the  basis  of  the  type  of  soil,  and  the  kind  of  crop  grown.  The 
government's  share  was  about  half  the  net  value  of  the  crop. 
So  you  can  see  that  the  Ryotwari  System  effectively  wiped  off 
the  old  zamindars. 

Azad  :  But  this  system  was  good  for  the  peasants,  wasn't  it? 

Masterji  :  This  system  was  introduced  to  help  the  peasants 
but  the  opposite  happened — it  destroyed  those  it  was  supposed 
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to  help.  I'll  tell  you  why— you  see,  the  system  of  collecting  the 
revenue  became  so  harsh  and  rigid  that  the  poor  farmer  had 
to  borrow  from  moneylenders  at  a  very  high  rate  of  interest. 
As  far  as  the  farmer  was  concerned,  for  him  the  place  of  the 
zamindar  had  now  been  taken  by  the  government.  It  only 
made  matters  worse  for  him — he  was  now  at  the  mercy  of  the 
government  as  well  as  the  moneylender. 

Jayanti  :  That  means  the  government  had  killed  two  birds 
with  one  stone — the  zamindar  and  the  farmer. 

The  New  Landlords 

Masterji  :  Now  we  go  to  far  away  Calcutta.  Remember 
Pratap's  friend  Surya  Shekhar  who  had  run  away  from  home 
to  become  a  soldier?  At  this  moment,  a  very  different  sort  of 
scene  was  taking  place  in  his  father's  house.  Shekhars  father 
was  having  a  very  heated  argument  with  Shekhars  younger 
brother,  Chandra  Shekhar.  Chandra  belonged  to  the  new 
class  which  was  coming  up  in  Bengal — the  English  educated 
class.  His  education  had  broadened  his  outlook  and  made  him 
view  things  from  a  very  different  angle.  That  resulted  in  his 
having  frequent  clashes  with  his  father. 

His  father  Girija,  rich  and  arrogant,  was  one  of  the  "new 
zamindars"  of  Bengal.  Girija's  own  father  had  been  a  revenue 
collector  who  had  benefited  from  Cornwallis'  Permanent 
Settlement  and  had  become  a  landowner.  He  had  no  special 
responsibility  as  long  as  he  paid  the  fixed  amount  at  a  fixed 
time.  He  had  now  gained  hereditary  rights  over  the  estate;  he 
had  no  fear  of  losing  it.  This  made  him  quite  callous.  He 
never  bothered  to  visit  his  land  and  so  his  peasants  who  were 
his  tenants  were  left  at  the  mercy  of  the  zamindars  servants 
who  did  not  hesitate  to  use  harsh  and  cruel  methods  to  extort 
rent. 

Right  now,  Chandra  had  just  returned  after  visiting  his 
father's  lands.  This  had  been  his  first  visit  and  what  he  saw 
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left  him  feeling  horrified.  He  saw  that  the  farmers  were  on  the 
verge  of  starvation  since  their  crop  had  failed;  and  his  father's 
employees  were  evicting  the  farmers  who  could  not  pay  up, 
confiscating  their  property  and  throwing  them  out  of  their 
houses  to  die  of  starvation. 

When  Chandra  protested  about  this,  his  father  was 
furious,  and  said  that  a  son  had  no  right  to  criticise  his  father. 
"The  biggest  mistake  I  have  done  in  my  life  is  to  give  you  an 
English  education",  he  shouted. 

So  Chandra  went  off  to  have  a  talk  with  his  nephew 
Bijoy  instead,  who  like  him  was  also  a  product  of  the  western 
education.  "Why  does  my  father  criticise  the  English  education?" 
he  asked  Bijoy.  If  anything  he  should  be  grateful  to  the 
British — it  is  because  of  them  that  he  has  become  a  landlord. 

"Oh,  come  on  Uncle,  you  should  know  that  the  British 
have  not  done  any  charity.  They  are  doing  this  in  their  own 
interest.  Their  motive  in  distributing  these  favours  is  to  create 
a  class  of  loyal  landlords  as  in  Britain,"  protested  Bijoy. 

But  Chandra  who  was  a  firm  supporter  of  the  British 
was  not  going  to  give  in  so  easily.  "But  you  must  admit  that 
at  least  the  British  are  patronising  the  cotton  textile  producers", 
he  said.  But  his  nephew  refuted  this  argument  as  well, 
"Everyone  knows  that  this  is  being  done  to  fill  the  pockets  of 
the  British  traders",  he  said.  After  all,  Indian  silk  and  cotton 
was  in  great  demand  all  over  Europe.  "Can't  you  see  what 
they  are  doing  to  increase  their  profits?  They  are  forcing 
textile  producers  to  charge  20%  to  40%  less  than  what  they 
get  in  the  open  market."  Bijoy  protested,  and  spoke  of  the 
ruthless  way  in  which  the  company  officials  were  manipulating 
the  price  of  raw  material. 

Can  you  imagine,  the  British  traders  were  buying  cotton 
in  bulk  from  the  Deccan  and  selling  it  to  the  Bengal  weavers 
at  a  heavy  profit?  They  were  charging  28  to  30  rupees  per 
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maund,  for  stuff  that  should  have  sold  between  16  and  18 
rupees.  The  biggest  blow  to  the  textile  industry  as  well  as  the 
country's  economy  came  when  mass  produced  cheap  British 
products  flooded  the  market.  Since  they  had  to  pay  no  duty, 
their  stuff  was  much  cheaper  than  the  Indian  handmade 
product.  What  harmed  the  Indian  manufacturers  most  was  the 
fact  that  raw  cotton  was  taken  from  here  to  Britain;  made 
into  cloth  on  their  machines,  and  then  the  machine-made 
cloth  was  brought  back  and  sold  at  high  rates  in  this  country. 

All  these  things  the  young  fellow  tried  to  explain  to  his 
uncle.  Chandra  was  quite  impressed  by  his  clear  thinking  and 
had  to  admit  that  the  British  had  completely  shattered  the 
Indian  economy. 

Azad  :  Surely  Masterji,  the  Indian  craftsmen  were  also  to 
blame?  If  they  had  formed  themselves  into  guilds,  they  would 
not  have  been  so  exploited. 

Masterji  :  Well,  the  concept  of  guild  was  not  so  common 
you  see;  I  would  blame  the  Indian  businessmen  more  because 
in  spite  of  the  fact  that  Indians  had  the  finest  shipping 
industry  in  the  world,  Indian  merchants  made  no  attempt  to 
export  their  stuff  to  foreign  countries — that  was  one  big 
reason  why  the  Indian  trade  passed  into  British  hands. 

Now  you  have  a  fair  idea  why  there  was  so  much 
discontentment  in  the  country.  Let's  get  back  to  the  main 
story. 

day  anti  :  Yes  Masterji,  I  am  dying  to  know  what  has  been 
happening  in  Meerut. 

Masterji  :  All  right,  back  to  Meerut. 

The  Final  Blow 

Masterji  :  The  atmosphere  in  Meerut  was  electrifying.  An 
awful  rumour  was  spreading  like  wildfire.  It  was  being  whispered 
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that  the  cartridges  for  the  new  Enfield  rifles  which  were  being 
used  by  the  sepoys  were  smeared  with  the  fat  of  ox  and  pigs. 
This  news  was  very  shocking  to  both  the  Hindu  and  the 
Muslim  sepoys  because  these  cartridges  had  to  be  bitten  off 
with  the  teeth,  and  this  would  mean  defilement  of  their 
religion.  To  a  Muslim,  because  he  considers  pig's  meat  as 
unclean;  and  to  a  Hindu  it  would  mean  the  loss  of  his  caste 
since  to  him  cow  is  a  sacred  animal. 

This  incident  brought  matters  to  a  head.  All  the  fear  and 
resentment  that  had  been  simmering  for  so  long  had  reached 
a  boiling  point.  The  clouds  had  been  gathering  silently, 
ominously,  and  there  was  no  power  that  could  stop  the 
thunderstorm  from  breaking.  All  that  was  needed  now  was 
some  signal  to  begin. 

Azad  :  There  must  have  been  some  incident  that  set  off  the 
final  spark? 

Mangal  Pandey 

Masterji :  Yes,  something  sensational  happened  in  Barrackpur 
in  Bengal,  that  raised  their  excitement  to  a  fever  pitch.  They 
got  the  news  that  on  26th  February — the  year  as  you 
remember  was  1857 — during  the  morning  parade  at 
Barrackpur  a  young  sepoy  called  Mangal  Pandey  of  the  34th 
Native  Infantry  did  something  absolutely  unthinkable.  He  first 
defied  his  adjutant  and  then  hit  him:  and  even  as  his 
comrades  watched  horrified,  he  turned  towards  them  and 
gave  a  fiery  speech.  He  denounced  their  servile  attitude  and 
taunted  them  for  allowing  themselves  to  be  humiliated  and  ill- 
treated  by  the  British,  day  after  day. 

Azad  :  That  was  awfully  courageous  of  him. 

Masterji  :  Yes,  but  he  had  to  pay  with  his  life  for  it.  Mangal 
Pandey  was  executed  and  the  34th  and  the  19th  Native 
Infantry  were  both  disbanded. 
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This  was  just  the  sort  of  incident  the  sepoys  had  been 
waiting  for;  a  sign  for  the  others  to  jump  into  the  fray.  The 
first  to  take  the  plunge  was  Meerut.  The  spirit  that  pervaded 
them  now  was — "do  or  die." 

That  night  85  sepoys  decided  to  defy  their  officers;  and 
next  morning  at  parade,  they  refused  to  touch  the  cartridge. 

Jay  anti  :  They  must  have  known  that  they  would  be 
punished  for  disobedience. 

Masterji  :  I  am  sure  they  did.  But  these  were  men  who  had 
reached  the  end  of  their  endurance.  They  were  prepared  for 
the  worst. 

Azad  :  And  what  happened  to  them? 

Masterji  :  They  were  court  martialled  and  punished  with  10 
years  of  rigorous  imprisonment.  And  as  if  that  was  not 
enough,  the  condemned  men  were  paraded  in  front  of  a  large 
crowd,  tied  up  in  chains  and  shackles  like  animals  and  their 
uniforms  taken  away.  As  they  were  being  led  away,  the 
prisoners  made  an  appeal  to  their  fellow  comrades  to  take 
some  action,  to  rise  over  their  fear  and  their  weakness,  to  put 
an  end  to  this  sort  of  humiliation  and  servitude. 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji,  what  were  the  three  friends  doing  at  this 
time? 

Masterji  :  Fratap,  Shekhar  and  Wali  were  amongst  the 
hundreds  of  soldiers  watching  in  helpless  despair.  The 
humiliation  of  their  comrades  filled  their  hearts  with  shame 
and  indignation.  They  would  tolerate  it  no  more. 

On  Sunday,  the  10th  of  May  1857,  hundreds  of  sepoys 
led  by  the  third  Cavalry  rose  in  open  revolt.  The  three  friends 
were  amongst  them.  They  marched  into  the  prison  and 
released  not  only  their  comrades  but  all  the  other  prisoners. 
One  by  one,  the  other  regiments  joined  in  as  well. 
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Jayanti  :  Who  was  leading  them?  What  was  their  plan  of 
action? 

Azad  :  Yes,  I  am  dying  to  know  what  happened  after  the 
release  of  the  prisoners.  They  had  burnt  their  boats  now; 
they  could  not  turn  back. 

In  Search  of  a  Leader 

Masterji  :  After  the  soldiers  released  all  the  prisoners,  they 
realised  that  the  first  thing  they  had  to  do  was  move  out  fast. 
They  knew  that  as  soon  as  the  British  recovered  from  the 
shock  they  would  be  after  the  mutineers  thirsting  for  their 
blood.  They  had  to  be  prepared,  to  get  organised.  For  this 
they  needed  someone  to  lead  them;  give  them  direction. 

In  this  hour  of  crisis  they  thought  of  Emperor  Bahadur 
Shah  II;  the  last  of  the  line  of  the  mighty  Mughal  emperors. 
This  was  the  man  who  should  have  been  ruling  them,  but  the 
British  had  turned  him  into  a  mere  puppet.  They  would  help 
him  revive  the  lost  glory  of  the  dynasty  and  in  turn  he  would 
lead  them. 

So,  onward  the  soldiers  marched  towards  Delhi.  There 
was  exultation  and  fear  in  their  hearts.  Fear  because  they 
were  sure  that  the  British  would  be  in  hot  pursuit,  ready  to 
fall  on  them  any  moment.  The  night  was  long,  and  the 
journey  unending — but  they  made  it.  They  reached  Delhi.  An 
unexpected  bit  of  luck  was  that  they  were  able  to  march  in 
unhindered  because  there  were  no  British  regiments  stationed 
in  Delhi  at  that  time.  It  must  have  been  their  lucky  day, 
because  what  they  dreaded  most  had  not  happened.  For 
some  strange  reason,  the  British  soldiers  were  not  pursuing 
them. 

Azad  :  That  was  lucky  for  them,  but  Masterji,  I  am  curious 
to  know  why  the  British  soldiers  were  not  chasing  them.  It 
would  have  been  only  natural  for  them  to  do  so. 
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Masterjl  :  It  was  probably  due  to  General  Hewitt's 
mismanagement.  Luckily  for  the  mutineers,  Gen.  Hewitt, 
Commander  of  Meerut  Division  was  a  very  incompetent  man. 

Delhi  :  1857 

Masterji  :  The  long  silent  walls  of  the  Red  Fort  in  Delhi 
resounded  with  the  cheers  of  the  sepoys  as  Bahadur  Shah, 
after  his  initial  hesitation,  agreed  to  sit  on  the  throne  of  Delhi 
once  more  and  resumed  his  rightful  place  as  the  Emperor  of 
India. 

This  incident  sent  a  current  of  high  voltage  excitement 
through  the  hearts  of  Indians,  through  the  length  and  breadth 
of  the  country,  as  for  the  first  time,  the  realization  dawned  on 
them  that  the  British  were  not  infallible. 

Jay  anti :  Masterji,  tell  us;  was  Bahadur  Shah  able  to  live  upto 
their  expectation?  After  all  he  was  old  and  since  the  British 
had  taken  over  the  government,  the  emperor  did  not  have 
much  experience  in  administration.  How  did  he  manage? 

Masterji  :  That's  quite  an  intelligent  question.  The  emperor 
himself  must  have  had  some  self  doubts.  That  is  why  he  had 
hesitated  to  take  on  the  responsibility  at  the  beginning.  But 
you  will  be  glad  to  know  that  once  he  did  take  over,  he  gave 
a  pretty  good  account  of  himself  in  leading  the  sepoys  and 
bringing  some  order  in  the  chaotic  times,  and  also  organised 
a  council  to  help  him  in  the  military  and  civil  administration. 

The  news  of  the  mutiny  at  Meerut  and  the  declaration  of 
Bahadur  Shah  as  the  emperor  of  Hindustan  acted  as  a  sign 
for  all  the  discontented  people  to  revolt.  Now  even  those  who 
had  held  themselves  aloof  and  remained  loyal  to  the  British, 
broke  away  and  marched  to  Delhi. 

Out  of  these,  the  first  to  be  affected  were  the  sepoys  at 
Aligarh.  It  happened  like  this  :  one  day  a  Brahmin  who  had 
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been  suspected  of  plotting  to  kill  a  British  Officer  was  caught 
and  hanged  publicly.  A  large  number  of  soldiers  were  watching 
and  suddenly  one  of  them  screamed  "Behold  ;  A  martyr  to 
our  religion".  The  effect  was  electrifying:  All  the  soldiers  rose 
in  revolt  and  then  began  to  march  towards  Delhi. 

Many  others  followed  in  quick  succession.  The  first  to 
rise  were  the  sepoys  at  Aligarh  on  May  21.  This  was  followed 
by  revolt  at  Naushera  and  Hoti  Mardan  in  Punjab  on  May  21, 
but  these  were  easily  put  down.  Far  more  serious  were  the 
series  of  mutinies  in  Avadh  and  North  Western  Province  (now 
Uttar  Pradesh).  I  shall  tell  you  the  dates  as  well  so  that  you 
will  know  how  spontaneously  it  spread — Etawah  and  Mainpuri 
(May  23),  Rurki  (May  25),  Etah  (May  27),  Hodal,  Mathura  and 
Lucknow  (May  30),  Bareilly  and  Shajahanpur  (May  31), 
Moradabad  and  Badaun  (June  1),  Azamgarh  and  Sitapur 
(June  3),  Mohamdi,  Varanasi  and  Kapur  (June  4),  Jhansi  and 
Allahabad  (June  6),  Faizabad  (June  7),  Dariabad  and  Fatehpur 
(June  9),  Fatehgarh  (June  18),  Hathras  (July  1)  and  several 
other  localities. 

Azad  :  Whew!  That  was  a  long  list!  What  did  all  these  sepoys 
do,  after  they  revolted? 

Master ji  :  All  of  them  more  or  less  followed  the  same 
pattern  as  Meerut.  First  the  sepoys  killed  their  officers  and 
released  the  prisoners  from  jail,  plundered  the  treasury,  burnt 
government  offices  and  then  set  off  for  Delhi. 

Jyanti  :  Did  only  the  sepoys  march  to  Delhi? 

Master  ji  :  No,  the  sepoys  were  joined  by  others  too.  What 
had  begun  as  a  military  mutiny  became  a  mighty  upsurge  in 
which  many  of  the  other  discontented  classes  joined.  And  it 
was  the  members  of  the  royal  families  that  took  the  lead. 

Azad  :  It  means  that  like  the  sepoys,  the  peasants  and 
zamindars,  the  royalty  had  their  grievances  against  the  British 
as  well. 
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Masterji  :  Yes,  in  fact  more  so.  Starting  from  the  Mughal 
family  in  Delhi  who  resented  their  humiliating  position 
under  the  British  rule,  most  of  the  other  rulers  had  their 
grievances. 

Nana  Sahib  of  Bithur,  the  adopted  son  of  Baji  Rao  II,  the 
last  Feshwa,  resented  the  stoppage  of  his  pension;  the  Avadh 
monarchs  were  unhappy  over  the  unceremonious  annexation 
of  their  state. 

And,  of  course  you  have  heard  of  Rani  of  Jhansi.  She 
was  resentful  because  her  adopted  son  was  not  recognised  by 
the  British.  And  many  of  the  feudal  chiefs  like  the  taluqdars 
of  Avadh  were  hostile  because  many  of  their  powers  had  been 
taken  away. 

Royalty  takes  over 

Masterji  :  Let  me  begin  with  the  annexation  of  Oudh  or 
rather  Avadh.  The  British  treated  the  royal  family  of  Avadh 
very  shabbily.  Wajid  Ali  Shah  was  deposed,  his  family  humiliated 
and  his  treasury  looted  by  the  British  officers.  This  naturally 
caused  a  lot  of  resentment  among  the  subjects.  Some  people 
like  Maulvi  Ahmadullah  Shah  of  Faizabad  fanned  this 
resentment  and  called  the  people  to  launch  a  holy  war.  One 
by  one,  all  the  districts  of  Avadh  joined  in  the  revolt. 

In  Lucknow  Begam  Hazrat  Mahal,  the  wife  of  Wajid  Ali 
Shah  declared  her  11  year  old  son,  Birjis  Qudr,  the  King  and 
fought  with  great  valour.  The  soldiers  at  the  battlefield  were 
greatly  inspired  by  her  presence.  The  mutineers  fought  with 
great  courage  and  were  able  to  paralyze  the  British 
administration  for  some  time,  but  ultimately  the  British  got 
the  better  of  them  and  were  able  to  occupy  Lucknow  on  21st 
March  1858. 

The  disunity  among  the  leaders  was  one  of  the  reasons 
for  the  failure.  Another  reason  was  their  disability  in  providing 
an  effective  administrative  system. 
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Kunwar  Singh 

Now  I  will  tell  you  about  Kunwar  Singh — one  of  the 
great  heroes  of  the  mutiny.  He  was  known  as  the  lion  of 
Bihar.  He  fought  under  a  great  disadvantage,  as  he  had 
neither  the  sophisticated  arms,  nor  a  regular  army  like  the 
British.  He  did  not  have  unlimited  resources  either.  All  he  had 
was  his  legendary  courage  and  an  indomitable  will.  He  was 
able  to  crush  the  British  army  more  than  once.  The  first  time 
he  defeated  them  at  Shahabad  and  took  over  the  administration 
of  the  district  for  a  while. 

The  second  time  he  made  a  sudden  attack  on  Azamgarh 
with  a  large  number  of  his  followers  and  was  able  to  free 
Azamgarh  for  a  short  time — this  was  the  second  time  Azamgarh 
became  free  in  a  year;  causing  the  British  much  anxiety.  After 
each  defeat,  the  British  were  able  to  repulse  Kunwar  Singh, 
not  because  of  superior  skill  in  battle  but  because  the  British 
got  timely  reinforcement  every  time.  Another  thing  is  that 
there  was  a  famine  raging  at  that  time  and  food  was  scarce 
so  it  became  difficult  to  maintain  law  and  order.  As  I  have 
already  told  you  the  British  had  at  their  command  unlimited 
resources  but  Kunwar  Singh  had  not.  Suppose  his  resources 
had  matched  his  adversaries?  I  am  sure  the  outcome  of  the 
battle  would  have  been  very  different. 

Nana  Sahib 

Now  we  come  to  Kanpur,  where  Nana  Sahib  was 
proclaimed  the  Feshwa  by  the  rebels  and  a  man  called 
Azimullah  Khan  was  his  chief  advisor.  Kanpur  was  also  the 
headquarters  of  a  military  division  of  the  Company's  army. 
Some  of  the  most  bloody  scenes  of  the  revolt  took  place  in 
Kanpur. 

Nana  Sahib  was  joined  by  a  large  number  of  insurgents 
from  Central  India  led  by  Tantia  Tope.  Tantia's  forces  were  by 
no  means  equal  to  those  of  General  Windham,  the  British 
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officer  in  charge  of  Kanpur.  In  spite  of  the  unequal  battle, 
Tantia  Tope  was  able  to  inflict  heavy  losses  on  the  British.  He 
was  able  to  keep  the  British  on  their  toes  by  sudden  lightening 
attacks  where  he  was  least  expected.  He  avoided  pitched 
battle  and  was  able  to  repulse  the  great  English  general.  But 
he  could  not  follow  up  his  advantage  because  of  disunity 
amongst  his  troops.  Tantia  was  defeated  and  he  fled  to 
Jhansi.  There  he  threw  in  his  lot  with  the  insurgents  of  Jhansi 
led  by  their  valorous  queen  Laxmi  Bai. 

Rani  Laxmibai 

Now  we  come  to  Rani  Laxmi  Bai  of  Jhansi  who  has 
been  called  "the  best  and  bravest  military  leader  of  the  rebels," 
by  a  British  officer. 

It  all  began  when  the  last  ruler  of  Jhansi,  Gangadhar  Rao 
died  without  an  heir.  His  widow  Laxmi  Bai  adopted  a  son,  but 
the  British  refused  to  grant  him  royal  status.  They  proceeded 
to  annex  the  kingdom.  This  was  a  violation  of  the  treaty  of 
1817.  The  queen  was  further  provoked  when  the  grants  to 
the  temples  were  stopped.  The  queen  could  tolerate  no  more. 
She  dressed  as  a  man  and  led  her  troops.  She  fought  bravely 
and  died  a  soldiers'  death  fighting  in  the  battlefield  in  June 
1858. 

Azad  :  And  what  happened  to  the  others? 

A  Sad  Ending 

Masterji  :  Well,  the  story  has  a  sad  ending.  Tantia  Tope  was 
chased  from  place  to  place  and  at  last  was  betrayed  into  the 
hands  of  the  British  and  was  hanged.  Kunwar  Singh  died  of 
a  fatal  wound  in  April  1858,  and  Nana  Sahab  vanished  into 
the  jungles  of  Nepal — and  that  was  the  end  of  the  episode. 

Azad  :  And  what  about  the  four  friends? 

dayantx  :  Yes,  I  was  wondering  that  too.  What  happened  to 
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all  the  soldiers  who  had  revolted?  Were  they  punished  for 
revolting? 

Master ji  :  Oh  yes,  the  vengeance  that  followed  was  terrible. 
Not  only  the  mutineers  but  often  entire  villages  were  burnt 
in  punishment.  Old  people,  children,  women  no  one  was 
spared.  The  British  were  thirsty  for  blood,  because  many 
English  women  and  children  had  been  killed  during  the 
mutiny. 

Jay  anti  :  It  was  wrong  killing  the  women  and  children.  Who 
did  it,  the  sepoys? 

M aster  ji  :  No.  Most  of  the  atrocities  were  committed  by  the 
riff-raffs  and  the  criminals  who  had  been  released  from 
prisons.  What  they  did  was  bad;  for  violence  can  never  be 
condoned  but  what  the  British  did  was  worse  and  perhaps  less 
excusable  because  their  brutal  atrocities  were  not  committed 
by  rowdy  mobs.  The  systematic  massacre  was  done  in  cold 
blood  by  those  in  authority. 

The  four  friends  met  the  same  fate  as  most  of  the  other 
mutineers.  One  of  them  was  caught  and  executed  in  public  by 
shooting.  Another  was  given  shelter  by  a  family.  When  the 
British  found  out,  they  set  fire  to  the  house  killing  the  soldier 
along  with  the  whole  family  and  the  third  friend  was  caught 
too  and  after  a  few  minutes  trial  was  hanged  from  a  tree. 

Azad  z  Masterji,  how  do  you  know  all  this? 

Masterji  :  Because  one  of  the  three  friends,  Surya  Shekhar 
was  my  great  grandfather.  He  was  one  of  the  thousands  of 
brave  soldiers  who  died  "unsung  unknown". 

Why  the  Revolt  Failed 

Jay  anti  :  There  were  so  many  heroic  soldiers,  supported  by 
kings  and  queens,  and  other  sections  of  the  society;  I  can't 
understand  why  they  failed. 
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Masterji  :  It  is  true  thaMhey  lacked  neither  in  courage  nor 
in  number  but  they  lacked  in  resources:  and  that  you  must 
admit  is  one  major  requirement  in  any  movement.  Look  at 
the  British  on  the  other  hand.  They  had  unlimited  resources, 
besides  the  British  possessed  superior  arms  and  equipments, 
a  highly  organised  government  to  guide  them. 

You  can  understand  the  predicament  of  the  Indian 
soldiers  by  an  example.  Just  suppose  you  pick  up  a  dozen 
very  talented  musicians  who  have  never  met  before  and  put 
them  on  a  stage  and  asked  them  to  play;  and  suppose  there 
is  no  conductor  either,  then  what  do  you  think  will  be  the 
result? 

Azad  :  The  result  certainly  won't  be  music. 

Jay  anti  :  There  will  be  chaos. 

Masterji  :  Exactly.  That's  what  happened  with  the  revolt. 
There  was  no  dearth  of  brave  soldiers  and  heroic  chiefs  but 
they  needed  a  strong  leader  to  unite  and  guide  them.  The 
chiefs  like  Nana  Sahab,  Tantia  Tope,  Jhansi  Ki  Rani  or 
Kunwar  Singh  were  each  active  in  different  areas.  But  there 
was  no  meaningful  communication  between  them.  There  was 
no  one  to  channalise  the  different  elements  into  one  pervasive 
movement.  What  they  lacked  most  was  a  powerful  leader  to 
direct  the  entire  operation. 

Besides,  the  Indian  soldiers  were  not  well  trained  and 
experienced  as  compared  to  British  soldiers.  They  had  abundant 
courage  but  that  was  not  enough.  They  could  not  match  the 
discipline  or  the  strategy  of  the  British. 

Another  thing  that  weakened  the  sepoys  was  that  they 
did  not  have  a  common  cause  to  bind  them.  They  were  all 
discontented  with  the  British  but  each  had  a  different  grievance. 
They  were  not  fighting  against  a  common  enemy  of  the 
motherland.  The  feeling  of  patriotism  as  we  know  it  today 
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had  not  yet  taken  root,  the  spirit  of  nationalism  was  yet  to  be 
born. 

Effect  of  the  Revolt 

J ay  anti  :  There  must  have  been  a  lot  of  changes  in  the 
government  after  the  Mutiny. 

Azad  :  There  must  also  have  been  a  change  in  the  relationship 
between  the  English  and  Indians.  Did  they  begin  to  hate  each 
other? 

Masterji  :  Yes,  the  Mutiny  left  behind  it  a  good  deal  of  ill- 
feeling  and  hatred  on  both  sides.  The  correspondent  of  The 
Time  of  London  wrote  thus  on  the  effect  of  the  Mutiny, 
"Many  years  must  elapse  before  the  evil  passions  excited  by 
these  disturbances  expire;  perhaps  confidence  will  never  be 
restored;  and,  if  so,  our  reign  in  India  will  be  maintained  at 
the  cost  of  suffering  which  is  fearful  to  contemplate." 

Anyway,  the  immediate  result  of  the  Mutiny  was  that  the 
government  of  the  country  was  taken  over  from  the  Company 
by  the  Crown.  An  act  for  better  government  was  passed  on 
2nd  August  1858  which  stated  that  "India  shall  be  governed 
by  and  in  the  name  of  the  Sovereign  through  one  of  the 
principal  secretaries  of  State,  assisted  by  a  Council  of  fifteen 
members."  The  title  of  the  Governor  General  was  now 
changed  to  the  Viceroy  &  Governor  General. 

A  grand  durbar  was  held  at  Allahabad  where  amidst  great 
pomp  and  splendour  Lord  Canning  announced  the  taking 
over  of  the  Government  by  the  Sovereign,  Queen  Victoria. 
The  Queen’s  Proclamation  was  read  out  which  promised  to 
honour  all  the  treaties  made  with  the  princes  of  India  by  the 
East  India  Company,  to  stop  further  territorial  aggression,  to 
abstain  from  interference  in  the  religious  belief  of  the  people, 
forgiveness  to  all  offenders  except  those  who  had  taken  part 
in  killing  British  subjects.  The  Proclamation  also  promised  to 
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admit  to  government  office  all  subjects  irrespective  of  their 
race  or  creed  solely  on  the  basis  of  their  qualifications. 

The  army  too  was  reorganised  after  the  Mutiny  and  the 
European  element  in  them  was  strengthened,  and  they  took 
over  some  of  the  important  charges  like  the  artillery.  In  fact 
it  was  decided  to  exclude  Indian  soldiers  from  the  artillery  and 
the  arsenals.  The  number  of  European  soldiers  was  increased. 
And  in  order  to  safeguard  their  own  interest  the  British  sowed 
the  seeds  of  disunity  among  the  soldiers.  Now  on  they  divided 
the  Indian  people  into  martial  and  non-martial  races  and 
recruitment  to  the  army  became  limited  to  certain  regions 
only — this  obviously  would  cause  resentment  in  the  minds  of 
people  of  other  regions. 

To  further  strengthen  their  position,  troops  belonging  to 
different  regions,  castes  and  tribes  were  combined  in  forming 
a  regiment.  Another  change  in  the  army  was  that  earlier  the 
Presidencies  of  Bengal,  Bombay  and  Madras  maintained 
separate  armies.  In  1859  the  entire  army  was  brought  under 
the  Control  of  the  Commander-in-Chief  whose  position  was 
strengthened  even  more. 

British  Become  More  Repressive 

There  was  also  a  change  in  the  British  policy  towards 
Indian  princes.  Though  they  were  promised  that  their  states 
would  not  be  annexed,  the  Indian  rulers  were  now  to 
recognise  the  paramountcy  of  the  British  which  really  meant 
that  the  British  government  had  unlimited  power  to  intervene 
in  their  affairs.  Each  succession  had  to  be  approved  by  the 
British  Government,  disputes  about  succession  were  to  be 
settled  by  them;  and  in  certain  cases,  they  could  not  even 
travel  abroad  without  permission  from  the  Viceroy. 

However,  the  condition  of  the  princes  was  better  than 
the  others.  For  the  British  favoured  only  two  classes  of  people 
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after  the  Mutiny;  the  prinfces  and  the  landlords.  But,  for  the 
rest,  it  served  them  better  to  keep  the  masses  ignorant  and 
keep  the  educated  few  away  from  the  administration  of  the 
country. 

In  many  ways,  the  British  policy  in  India  was  worse  after 
1857  than  it  was  before.  They  were  more  repressive  and  tried 
to  block  all  progress.  But  fortunately  for  India,  the  seeds  of 
western  education  had  already  been  sown  and  even  as  the 
spirit  of  the  Mutiny  was  being  quashed,  a  stronger  and  a  more 
powerful  spirit  which  was  the  result  of  English  education,  was 
pervading  the  country.  This  spirit  would  culminate  in 
tremendous  progress  in  all  spheres  of  life,  in  spite  of  all 
obstacles. 


PART-II 


A  NEW  SPIRIT  CALLED 
NATIONALISM 


Masterji  :  You  have  seen  the  shape  of  things  in  our  country 
was  pretty  bad  in  the  middle  of  the  19th  Century.  The  taking 
over  by  the  crown  did  not  improve  matters,  it  may  have  made 
things  a  little  worse.  In  fact,  an  all  round  deterioration 
amongst  the  people  of  this  country  had  started  ever  since  the 
British  had  established  themselves  in  India.  The  social  and 
political  condition  of  India  was  bad,  the  economy  of  the 
country  was  ruined,  and  the  mental  and  moral  condition  of 
the  people  was,  if  anything,  worse.  Indians  had  begun  to 
grow  ashamed  of  their  own  religion  and  culture. 

Jay  anti  :  Is  that  why  the  early  period  of  British  rule  is  called 
the  “Dark  age  of  Modern  India?” 

Masterji  :  Yes,  you  are  quite  right,  but  as  I  was  saying,  there 
was  a  new  awakening  after  the  revolt,  a  tremendous  progress 
in  every  sphere  of  life  except  the  economic  sphere.  This  spirit 
first  took  shape  in  Bengal  and  then  spread  to  other  parts  of 
the  country.  This  spirit  was  the  spirit  of  nationalism. 

Jay  anti  :  Nationalism?  Doesn’t  nationalism  mean  loyalty 
and  devotion  to  a  nation?  Masterji,  do  you  mean  we  did  not 
love  our  nation  before  that?  Our  history  teacher  told  us  that 
there  were  many  heroic  struggles  to  overthrow  the  British 
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even  before  1857.  Why  would  they  revolt  if  they  had  no 
patriotic  feeling? 

Masterji  :  Wait,  Wait!  You  have  asked  so  many  questions! 
Let  me  answer  the  last  one  first.  Yes,  there  were  revolts 
against  the  British  every  now  and  then.  Some  of  them  were 
the  peasants’  revolt  in  Bankura,  the  Chuar  revolt  in  Midnapur, 
the  Sanyasi  Revolt  in  North  Bengal,  the  Santhal  rebellion  in 
Chhota  Nagpur;  but  these  were  outbursts  against  the  tyranny 
of  the  British.  They  were  not  inspired  either  by  patriotism  or 
national  sentiment. 

There  was  no  question  of  loyalty  and  devotion  to  a 
nation  because  the  concept  of  nation  as  we  know  it  now  did 
not  exist.  “A  portion  of  mankind,”  according  to  the  historian 
James  Mill,  is  said  to  form  a  nationality  if  they  are  united  by 
common  sympathies,  “which  make  them  cooperate  with  each 
other  more  willingly  than  with  other  people,  desire  to  be 
under  the  same  government,  and  desire  that  it  should  be 
governed  by  themselves  or  a  portion  of  them  exclusively.” 

Azad  :  You  mean  since  they  were  not  governing  themselves 
India  could  not  be  called  a  nation? 

Masterji  :  Not  just  that.  There  was  no  common  sympathy 
either.  A  Bengali  would  be  looked  upon  as  an  alien  in  Punjab, 
and  a  Punjabi  would  be  as  much  a  foreigner  in  Madras  as  a 
Britisher.  People  were  loyal  to  their  own  local  rulers  but  not 
to  the  country.  So  there  were  Biharis,  Bengalis,  Maharashtrians, 
Madrasis  but  no  Indians  as  such.  In  fact  it  was  the  absence  of 
this  patriotic  and  national  feeling  that  helped  the  British  a 
good  deal  in  founding  their  empire  in  India.  And  the  funny 
thing  is  that  the  British  themselves  were  instrumental  in 
bringing  in  the  feeling  of  nationalism.  Do  you  know  how? 

Jay  anti  :  Yes,  By  uniting  the  different  independent  states 
under  one  head.  Also  their  modern  system  of  communication 
broke  down  the  provincial  barriers  and  brought  different 
people  of  the  country  close  to  each  other  and  encouraged  the 
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national  feeling.  Besides  I  think  that  when  the  people  began 
to  get  education  in  English  they  found  a  common  language  so 
that  all  the  educated  Indians  could  communicate  with  each 
other.  This  brought  them  closer.  Earlier,  people  of  each  state 
could  speak  only  their  own  language  and  could  not 
communicate  with  Indians  of  other  regions. 

Influence  of  English  Education 

Masterji  :  You  are  right  Jayanti.  Indeed  the  most  important 
single  factor  that  is  responsible  for  the  great  patriotic  and 
national  feeling  that  was  sweeping  the  country  was  the 
introduction  of  English  education.  Not  only  did  it  break  the 
barriers  between  the  different  states  of  India  but  also  opened 
the  doors  to  outside  world  so  that  Indians  were  for  the  first 
time  exposed  to  influence  of  the  outside  world.  Think  how 
exciting  it  was  for  them.  It  is  like  a  frog  suddenly  jumping  out 
of  the  well  and  finding  itself  in  the  vast  new  world-strange  and 
exciting.  They  came  in  contact  with  the  greatest  minds  of 
Europe,  and  their  revolutionary  ideas.  Western  philosophers 
and  political  thinkers  like  Montesquieu,  Voltaire,  Rousseau, 
Hume  had  a  profound  influence  on  their  own  way  of  thinking. 

Azad  :  Masterji,  did  the  English  education  start  only  after  the 
Mutiny  ? 

Masterji  :  Not  really.  The  seeds  had  been  sown  earlier,  but 
its  effect  was  felt  only  after  1857.  You  remember  the  “English 
Educated’’  class  had  kept  aloof  during  the  Mutiny  ?  Well,  after 
the  mutiny  was  crushed  they  came  to  the  fore  and  sort  of 
took  over  the  leadership.  It  was  as  if  the  revolt  of  the  mind 
was  taking  the  place  of  the  revolt  of  the  arms.  The  three 
universities  of  Calcutta,  Bombay  and  Madras  were  established 
in  1857.  They  gave  a  great  boost  to  English  education  in 
India.  But  actually  English  education  had  begun  to  take  root 
way  back  in  1817. 

Jayanti  :  As  early  as  that? 
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Spirit  of  Liberalism 

Master ji  :  Yes  that  was  the  time  when  the  Hindu  college  in 
Calcutta  was  started.  My  great  great  grandfather  was  a 
student  of  that  college.  The  teachers  there  tried  to  give  to 
their  students  the  best  of  the  Western  culture  and  inculcate  in 
them  the  spirit  of  liberation.  One  of  the  finest  teachers  of 
Hindu  college  was  a  man  called  Henry  Derozio  though  he 
taught  only  for  a  short  period  between  1828-1831,  he  had 
a  tremendous  influence  over  the  students.  He  taught  them  to 
think  for  themselves  and  filled  their  hearts  with  a  desire  for 
liberty  and  love  for  their  country.  You  know,  he  considered 
himself  as  an  Indian  and  even  wrote  poems  celebrating  India. 

Jayanti  :  Oh  Masterji,  can  you  recite  one  of  those  poems  ? 

Masterji  :  I  remember  the  first  few  lines  of  one  of  his 
poems,  My  father  often  used  to  recite  it: 

My  country  in  the  days  of  glory  past 
A  beauteous  halo  circled  round  thy  brow 
And  worshipped  as  a  deity  thou  wast, 

Where  is  that  glory,  where  that  reverence  now 
Thy  eagle  pinion  is  chained  down  at  last. 

Jayanti  :  It -is  a  beautiful  poem.  He  must  have  felt  very 
deeply  for  this  country. 

Masterji  :  That  he  did.  This  poem  is  said  to  be  the  first 
patriotic  poem  written  in  India.  He  inspired  many  of  his 
students  to  write  such  patriotic  poems.  There  is  another  one 
I  remember  my  father  reciting: 

Land  of  the  gods  and  lofty  name; 

Land  of  the  fair  and  beauty’s  spell; 

Land  of  the  bards  of  mighty  fame, 

My  native  Land  !  for  ever  farewell ! 
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This  poem  was  written  by  a  student  of  Hindu  college 
called  Kashi  Prasad.  It  shows  how  the  devotion  to  their 
country  was  already  taking  hold  of  the  minds  of  the  people. 

Raja  Rammohan  Roy 

But  the  finest  product  of  the  Western  education,  the 
greatest  patriot  of  his  age,  the  first  Indian  to  dream  of  self 
government  in  India  was  Raja  Rammohan  Roy.  So  great  was 
his  love  for  liberty  that  he  dreamt  not  only  of  his  own  country 
getting  freedom  but  every  people  on  earth  being  free.  He 
mourned  for  people  who  could  not  free  themselves  and 
celebrated  the  victory  of  those  who  could.  Do  you  know  he 
had  a  big  celebration  party  when  he  got  the  news  of 
constitutional  government  in  Spain.  According  to  Raja 
Rammohan  Roy,  “enemies  to  liberty  and  friends  of  despotism 
have  never  been  and  never  will  be  ultimately  successful”.  Ideas 
like  this  were  far  in  advance  of  his  age. 

Jayanti  :  But  Masterji,  this  national  feeling  and  spirit  of 
enquiry  was  there  only  amongst  a  few  educated  people, 
wasn’t  it? 

Masterji  :  Yes,  in  the  beginning  it  was  so,  but  later  it  spread 
to  the  masses  and  by  and  by  engulfed  the  whole  country. 

Azad  :  Is  it  true  that  the  spirit  of  free  enquiry  or  rationalism, 
is  another  name  for  nationalism? 

Religious  Reforms 

Masterji  :  Yes  I’ll  explain  it  in  another  way.  Remember  I  told 
you  that  there  was  a  lot  of  degeneration  in  the  Hindu  religion 
after  the  British  came  to  India.  Well,  nationalism  made  itself 
felt  first  of  all  in  the  religious  field.  Because  of  the  influence 
of  Western  culture  people  stopped  blindly  believing  what  their 
priests  told  them.  They  began  to  question  and  argue  before 
accepting  the  prevalent  religious  beliefs  and  traditions.  This 
new  spirit  is  the  spirit  of  rational  enquiry  and  the  first  and  the 
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greatest  exponent  of  this  spirit  was  Raja  Rammohan  Roy.  He 
challenged  the  prevalent  practices  of  the  Hindus  and  said  that 
worshipping  many  gods  and  image-worship  went  against  what 
was  prescribed  in  the  Vedas.  He  was  trying  to  show  that  there 
was  nothing  new  in  other  religions.  They  had  nothing  to  say 
that  was  not  already  said  in  the  Vedas.  Rammohan  Roy’s 
Brahmo  Samaj  started  the  revival  of  Hinduism.  It  was  later 
strengthened  and  expanded  by  other  great  reformers  like 
Swami  VIvekananda  and  Swami  Dayanand  without  whom 
the  great  spiritual  awakening  which  is  the  foundation  on 
which  the  modern  India  is  built,  would  not  have  taken  place. 
That  is  why  Rammohan  Roy  is  called  the  prophet  of  Indian 
Renaissance. 

Swami  Dayanand  Saraswati 

Jay  anti  :  And  what  about  Dayanand  ?  Did  he,  like  Raja 
Rammohan  Roy,  also  fight  against  the  traditional  beliefs  of 
Hindus  ? 

Master ji  :  Yes,  Swami  Dayanand  Saraswati  who  was  born 
in  1824  fought  not  only  against  the  prevailing  religious  rites 
but  also  against  the  social  traditions.  His  Ary  a  Samaj  was 
inspired  by  the  Brahmo  Samaj.  He  shared  many  of  Ram 
Mohan  Roy’s  beliefs  as  well.  For  example  he  felt  that  the 
Hindu  religion  could  be  reformed  only  by  reviving  the  Vedas, 
and  he  preached  that  there  was  only  one  god. 

Jayanti  :  But  these  are  only  religious  reforms. 

Social  Reforms 

Masterji  :  Religious  reforms  go  hand  in  hand  with  social 
reforms.  You  can’t  really  change  one  without  changing  the 
other.  Dayanand  started  by  giving  a  good  shake  up  to  the 
society  first.  He  rejected  the  superiority  of  the  Brahmins  and 
the  caste  system.  He  said  that  no  particular  caste  had  the  sole 
right  to  study  the  Hindu  scriptures  and  anyone  could  study  the 
Vedas. 
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Jay  anti  :  That  must  have  really  shaken  up  the  priests!  They 
have  always  tried  to  prove  that  they  are  superior  to  others  and 
had  some  extra  rights. 

Masterji  :  Dayanand  must  have  displeased  quite  a  few  other 
people  as  well.  Though  he  was  not  in  favour  of  widow 
marriage,  Dayanand  denounced  child  marriage.  He  encouraged 
intercaste  marriage  and  he  began  a  movement  that  must  have 
earned  him  the  wrath  of  many  other  sects.  This  movement  is 
called  Shuddhi  by  which  anyone  who  had  been  converted  to 
any  other  religion  from  Hinduism  could,  if  he  or  she  wanted, 
revert  back  to  Hinduism.  Such  a  thing  was  never  known  to 
have  happened  before,  because  amongst  Hindus,  there  is  no 
way  in  which  a  non-Hindu  could  be  converted  to  Hinduism. 

So  you  see  the  Arya  Samaj  had  a  big  hand  in  ushering 
in  a  new  national  consciousness  in  religion  specially  in 
Punjab.  In  fact,  Raja  Rammohan  Roy  and  Dayanand  together 
brought  about  more  changes  in  religion  and  society  than  had 
taken  place  in  the  last  one  thousand  years! 

Jayanti  :  Masterji,  you  told  us  about  Rammohan  Roy’s 
religious  reforms.  Did  he  carry  out  a  lot  of  social  reforms  as 
well  ? 

Emancipation  of  Women 

Masterji  :  Indeed  he  did  !  He  is  better  known  for  his  social 
reforms  and  political  ideals  than  for  anything  else,  and  he 
more  than  anyone  else  is  responsible  for  improving  the 
position  of  women  in  India.  His  programme  of  social  reform 
included  education  of  women,  abolition  of  cruel  rites  such  as 
female  infanticide  and  sati,  cheap  literature  and  newspapers 
to  educate  the  masses,  adult  education  etc.  In  fact  there  were 
others  besides  Rammohan  Roy  who  fought  for  the  cause  of 
women-people  like  Keshab  Chandra  Sen  and  Vishnu  Shastri. 
Another  person  who  has  to  be  mentioned  in  this  connection 
is  Iswar  Chandra  Vidyasagar.  He  was  a  learned  scholar  of 
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Calcutta  and  it  was  because  of  his  efforts  that  the  remarriage 
of  widows  was  legalised.  It  was  a  difficult  thing  to  do,  because 
there  were  a  large  number  of  people  very  much  against  such 

a  thing. 

Jay  anti  :  Ah!  Now  I  know  who  are  the  people  I  must  thank 
for  the  emancipation  of  women.  But  for  such  people  I  would 
probably  be  quite  illiterate  now. 

Masterji  :  And  probably  married  and  bringing  up  a  family! 
By  nine  or  ten,  a  girl  was  supposed  to  be  settled  in  her  in¬ 
law5  s  place.  So  you  see  that  the  social  revival  was  responsible 
in  liberating  women  from  narrow  minded  bigotry  and  turning 
them  into  a  force  to  reckon  with  and  later  bringing  them  to 
the  forefront  of  the  freedom  movement. 

No  section  of  the  people  remained  untouched  by  the 
National  revival.  Maulvi  Chirag  Ali  and  Sir  Sayyid  Ahmad 
Khan  did  a  great  deal  to  reform  and  modernise  the  Muslim 
society.  I  have  told  you  of  the  religious  and  social  revival.  Now 
remains  the  most  important  phase  of  Indian  nationalism,  that 
is,  the  political  revolution. 

The  Growth  of  Indian  Nationalism 

Jay  anti  i  Before  that  Masterji,  will  you  please  tell  me  what 
exactly  are  the  factors  that  helped  the  growth  of  Indian  nationalism 
in  the  19th  Century.  I  am  still  not  very  clear  about  it. 

Masterji  :  O.K.  I  shall  tell  you  one  by  one  the  factors  that 
contributed  to  the  spirit  of  nationalism.  Many  of  them  were 
effects  of  the  Western  education.  First  of  all,  young  people 
came  under  the  influence  of  the  great  thinkers  of  the  west 
who  were  talking  about  exciting  new  things  like  "liberty, 
equality,  fraternity.”  Events  of  such  magnitude  were  happening 
that  it  left  the  people  quite  breathless. 

Azad  :  Yes,  I  know,  events  like  the  American  declaration  of 
Independence  and  the  French  Revolution. 
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Jayati  :  And  what  about  the  struggle  of  Italy  and  the  Greek 
war  of  Independence? 

Masterji  :  Yes,  you  are  both  right.  These  events  had  a 
tremendous  influence  on  the  young  educated  people  of  the 
day  and  made  them  yearn  for  freedom.  It  says  in  the 
Declaration  of  Independence  that,  “all  men  are  created  equal, 
that  they  are  endowed  by  their  creator  with  certain  inherent 
and  inalienable  rights.”  The  declaration  also  makes  it  clear 
that  the  governments  are  created  by  people  themselves  to 
safeguard  these  rights  and  if  the  government  fails  to  do  so, 
the  people  have  a  right  to  abolish  it.  Such  revolutionary 
thoughts  were  naturally  very  inspiring. 

Modernisation  of  Transport  and  Communications 

The  second  factor  that  brought  the  disparate  people 
together,  made  them  understand  each  other  and  gave  new 
meaning  to  the  word  “India”  or  “Indians”,  was  the 
modernization  of  transport  and  communication. 

Azad  :  Yes,  you  told  us  this  before.  When  Indians  adopted 
English  as  a  means  to  communicate,  social  contact  between 
people  of  different  regions  increased  and  this  helped  in 
developing  their  love  for  India  rather  than  only  their  own 
region. 

Masterji  :  The  other  English  institutions  that  helped  in 
improving  communication  and  nurturing  Indian  nationalism 
were  railways,  telegraphs,  post  offices  as  well  as  their  laws 
and  law  courts. 

Azad  :  It  was  good  of  the  British  to  bring  in  all  modern 
marvels  to  our  country  otherwise  we  would  have  remained 
quite  backward. 

Jayanti  :  Don’t  be  silly.  They  did  not  do  all  this  to  improve 
the  condition  of  the  country.  They  were  the  rulers  of  such  a 
vast  country;  they  would  have  to  send  messages  from  one  end 
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to  another  and  travel  fast.  That  is  why  they  brought  railways 
and  post  offices;  not  to  serve  the  Indians. 

Masterji  :  Jayanti  is  right  Azad;  the  British  had  their  own 
interest  in  mind  but  if  Indians  benefitted  from  their  system 
there  was  nothing  they  could  do.  It  was  not  right  to  say  that 
we  would  have  not  progressed  without  the  English.  Each 
country  changes,  evolves  and  progresses  in  its  own  way.  Do 
you  mean  to  say  that  any  country  where  the  British  have  not 
ruled  have  remained  backward? 

Azad  :  I  had  not  thought  of  that. 

Masterji  :  Anyway;  let  me  now  continue  with  what  I  was 
talking  about.  Now,  the  third  factor  in  the  growth  of  nationalism 
also  stems  from  English  education  but  the  factor  is  the 
frustration  of  the  educated  class  that  made  them  turn  from 
social  and  religious  reforms  into  the  arena  of  politics  and  fight 
for  their  rights. 

Happy  at  first  with  the  vast  scope  offered  by  their  liberal 
education  some  Indians  got  quite  carried  away  and  began  to 
blindly  imitate  the  West  in  all  matters  but  luckily  it  was  not 
long  before  the  enlightened  Indian  realised  that  all  that  glitters 
is  not  gold. 

Azad  :  Why  what  happened? 

The  British  Arrogance 

Masterji  :  Indians  soon  realised  that  however  good  a  family 
they  might  come  from,  however  educated  or  qualified  they 
might  be,  the  Englishman  even  a  lowly  illiterate  one  -  would 
never  consider  them  his  equal. 

Azad  :  That  is  ridiculous. 

Jayanti  :  The  feeling  of  racial  superiority  is  common  among 
all  imperialists.  The  ruling  race  always  considers  itself  superior 
to  those  they  rule. 
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Master ji  :  That  is  true.  The  British  in  spite  of  their  liberal 
ideas  could  not  overcome  this  prejudice.  Their  arrogance  was 
very  humiliating  to  the  Indians.  Indians  were  never  allowed  to 
rise  too  high  in  their  jobs;  some  even  tried  to  ban  Indians 
from  entering  the  Civil  Services.  Those  Indians  already  in  the 
Civil  Service  found  that  they  could  note  expect  to  be  treated 
on  equal  footing  with  their  British  counterpart.  When  a 
brilliant  young  I.C.S.  officer  named  Surendra  Nath  Banerji  — 
I’ll  tell  you  more  about  him  later  —  was  dismissed  from  the 
service  on  flimsy  grounds,  the  Indians  realised  that  they  could 
neither  expect  justice  nor  fair  play  from  the  British  Government. 
It  must  have  been  particularly  humiliating  because  the  Indians 
had  great  expectations  after  reading  the  Queen’s  proclamation. 

Azad  :  What  was  written  in  the  proclamation? 

M asterji  :  The  queen  had  clearly  stated  that  “Our  subjects 
of  whatever  race  or  creed,  may  be  freely  and  impartially 
admitted  to  offices  in  our  service,  the  duties  of  which  may  be 
qualified  by  their  education,  ability  and  integrity  duly  to 
discharge.” 

And  it  was  not  just  at  office  that  he  was  humiliated. 
There  was  discrimination  everywhere.  Imagine  in  your  own 
country  you  were  not  allowed  to  enter  some  railway 
compartments  —  which  were  reserved  for  the  whites  only. 
There  were  hospitals,  clubs,  even  parks  where  only  Europeans 
were  allowed. 

Azad  :  If  the  well-to-do  Indians  were  so  badly  off  then  what 
about  the  poor  Indians? 

Master  ji  :  They  were  of  course  treated  worse  than  dogs. 
Can  you  believe  it,  a  certain  Englishman  beat  up  his  servant 
so  badly  that  he  died.  What  is  more  shocking  is  that  the 
English  judge  who  was  trying  him,  let  him  off  with  a  small 
fine.  This  brings  me  to  the  fourth  factor  which  is  the 
deteriorating  economic  condition  of  the  poor.  The  steady 
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drain  of  wealth  impoverished  the  country  and  increased 
poverty.  Terrible  famines  began  to  devastate  the  land  and 
millions  of  people  lost  their  lives. 

Growth  of  Literature 

Azad  :  And  what  were  the  well-to-do  Indians  doing?  Didn’t 
they  do  anything  to  help? 

Master ji  :  Indeed  they  did.  They  took  up  the  cause  of  all 
sections  of  the  Indian  society  and  brought  it  to  the  notice  of 
the  masses.  They  fought  for  equal  rights  and  wrote  about  the 
tyranny  and  injustice  of  the  government.  There  was  a 
tremendous  outpouring  of  all  types  of  writing.  In  fact  the 
growth  of  literature  made  the  greatest  contribution  to  the 
development  of  national  and  patriotic  feeling  during  this 
period.  In  the  beginning  it  was  the  translations  of  the 
revolutionary  works  of  western  thinkers  that  excited  the 
people.  But  I  don’t  think  that  any  other  book  written  at  that 
time  aroused  the  people’s  national  sentiments  more  than  the 
novel  Anandamath  which  was  written  by  Bankim  Chandra 
Chatterji.  The  main  theme  of  the  novel  revolves  round  a  band 
of  sanyasis  who  called  themselves  Santanas  or  children  of 
Mother  India.  These  Santanas  sacrifice  every  thing  and  dedicate 
their  lives  to  their  motherland.  This  book  really  roused  the 
patriotic  feelings  of  every  youth  to  a  fever  pitch.  I  remember 
how  my  father  used  to  sing  one  of  the  songs  of  this  book. 
This  song  became  our  national  anthem  and  remained  the 
national  anthem  till  1947.  Can  you  tell  me  the  name  of  the 
song? 

Jay  anti  :  Vande  Mataram. 

Azad  :  We  still  sing  this  song  in  our  school. 

Masterji  :  Durgeshnandini  by  the  same  writer,  and  the  work 
of  some  of  the  Bengali  poets  made  a  passionate  appeal  to  the 
patriotic  sentiments  of  the  youth. 
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Azad  :  Masterji,  what  about  people  who  did  not  read  ?  Now 
a  days  they  can  reach  the  masses  through  TV  How  did  they 
do  it  then  ? 

The  Oppression  of  Indigo  Planters 

Masterji  :  That’s  a  good  question.  The  revolutionaries  tried 
to  reach  the  masses  through  plays.  Many  dramas  were  written 
at  this  time  which  expressed  national  sentiments.  A  play  that 
became  very  famous  and  affected  the  people  very  deeply  was 
Neel  Darpan.  This  showed  in  vivid  detail  the  terrible  oppression 
inflicted  upon  the  poor  indigo  cultivators  by  the  British.  In  fact 
the  audience  got  so  carried  away  when  they  saw  the  inhuman 
tortures  by  the  English  that  they  would  forget  themselves  and 
throw  things  at  the  actors  !  So  you  can  see  how  the  stage 
nourished  the  patriotic  sentiment  of  the  people.  The  economic 
degradation  of  the  country  was  a  recurring  theme  in  literature. 

I  still  remember  a  song  in  which  the  artisans  moan  that 
nothing  is  being  produced  by  the  land  everything  is  coming 
from  England,  even  things  like  match-stick  or  thread  and 
needle! 

Azad  :  Masterji  just  now  you  were  talking  about  the  indigo 
cultivators.  Our  teacher  told  us  that  their  struggle  for  the  first 
time  showed  us  the  value  of  political  agitation.  Is  that  right? 

Masterji  :  That  is  quite  right.  You  see,  indigo  was  a  cash 
crop  and  brought  money  to  the  British  so  they  forced  the 
cultivators  to  sow  indigo  instead  of  rice  even  though  it  meant 
heavy  loss  to  the  cultivator.  Those  who  refused  were  imprisoned 
and  beaten;  their  families  were  tortured  and  humiliated  and 
their  houses  were  burnt.  This  went  on  for  many  years  and  at 
last  unable  to  bear  this  any  longer  the  cultivators  united 
against  their  oppressors  and  refused  to  cultivate  indigo! 

Jay  anti  :  That  was  brave  of  them! 

Azad  :  Did  they  succeed? 
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Masterji  :  Yes,  impossible  as  it  seems  they  did.  For  the  first 
time  the  people  realised  the  power  of  organised  revolt.  This 
incident  naturally  influenced  the  later  freedom  fighters.  One 
newspaper  went  so  far  as  to  declare  this  as  the  “first 
revolution”  in  Bengal  after  the  British  came. 

The  Role  of  the  Press 

Jay  anti  :  Were  there  many  newspapers  those  days? 

Masterji  :  Well  at  the  end  of  the  19th  century  there  were 
more  than  500  newspapers.  That  brings  me  to  the  sixth 
factor;  that  is  the  role  of  the  Press  in  the  growth  of  Indian 
nationalism.  You  already  know  that  there  were  many  great 
literary  figures  of  the  time  inspiring  the  people.  Besides  the 
writers  I  have  already  told  you  about,  there  were  others  like 
Michael  Madhusudan  Dutta,  Dinabandhu  Mitra,  Bharatendu 
Harishchandra,  Subramania  Bharati,  G.H.  Deshmukh,  Vishnu 
Sastri,  Mahadev  Ranade  etc.  But  their  work  would  never  have 
reached  the  common  man  but  for  the  remarkable  development 
of  the  Press.  It  was  mainly  because  of  the  printing  press  that 
the  new  spirit  could  spread  throughout  the  country. 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji  please  tell  us  about  the  early  newspapers. 
Who  brought  them  out?  What  were  they  like? 

Azad  :  I  know  the  name  of  the  first  newspapers  in  India.  It 
was  called  ‘Bengal  Gazette’  and  was  started  by  J.A.  Hicky  in 
1780. 

Masterji  :  I  am  really  impressed  by  your  general  knowledge. 
In  fact  all  the  periodicals  in  the  beginning  were  brought  out 
by  private  Britishers.  Even  then  the  editors  sometimes  annoyed 
the  government  by  their  views  and  were  deported.  Six  more 
papers  were  started  in  Calcutta  soon  after.  The  earliest  paper 
in  Madras  was  the, ‘Weekly  Madras  Courier’  brought  out  in 
1785  and  in  Bombay  it  was  the  'Bombay  Herald’  brought  out 
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in  1789.  The  regional  language  newspapers  were  started 
later.  They  were  naturally  very  popular  and  many  papers 
started  coming  out.  One  was  edited  by  Raja  Rammohan  Roy. 
Many  Urdu  papers  were  being  brought  out  in  Delhi  in  1837. 
British  government  did  not  like  to  be  criticised  by  the  editors 
and  there  were  many  confrontations  between  the  government 
and  the  editors.  Raja  Rammohan  Roy  himself  had  many 
running  battles  with  the  government  for  trying  to  gag  the 
press.  Rammohan  with  his  burning  love  for  liberty  could  not 
bear  the  press  not  being  free.  But  I  am  going  out  of  point. 
I  will  tell  you  about  it  later  when  I  speak  about  the  development 
in  political  idea. 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji,  have  you  finished  telling  us  all  the  factors 
that  have  played  a  part  in  the  growth  of  Indian  nationalism? 

Re-discovery  of  India's  Glorious  Past 

Masterji  :  There  remains  one  big  factor  that  stimulated  the 
growth  of  nationalism,  and  that  is  the  re-discovery  of  the 
ancient  heritage  of  India.  To  learn  of  the  glory  and  greatness 
of  ancient  India. 

Azad  :  Everyone  knows  of  the  greatness  of  ancient  India. 
Surely  they  could  have  found  out  about  it  in  the  history  books. 

Masterji  :  That’s  where  you  are  wrong.  Indians  knew 
nothing  about  their  own  past  and  believed  what  the  British 
historians  wrote  about  them.  The  Europeans  were  convinced 
that  Indians  never  had  a  culture  of  their  own  and  had  been 
savages  till  they  came  and  civilized  them.  Naturally  the  Indians 
were  very  ashamed  of  themselves  and  tried  to  imitate 
Westerners  in  all  respects. 

Jay  anti  :  But  Masterji  surely  they  knew  about  Buddha  ?  How 
could  they  believe  that  a  country  that  could  produce  great 
souls  like  Buddha  and  great  kings  like  Ashoka  could  be 
savages  ! 
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Masterji  :  This  might  come  as  a  shock  to  you  but  for  a  long 
time  it  was  not  even  known  that  Buddha  belonged  to  this 
country.  And  the  fact  that  Buddhism,  the  religion  that  was 
instrumental  in  civilizing  a  large  part  of  the  human  race- 
originated  in  India  was  not  known. 

Jay  anti  :  I  can’t  believe  it. 

Masterji  :  In  fact,  it  was  an  Englishman  by  the  name  of 
Prinsep  who  was  able  to  first  read  the  inscriptions  of  Ashoka 
written  more  than  two  thousand  years  ago.  These  edicts  were 
written  in  a  long  forgotten  script  which  no  one  could  read.  It 
took  a  lot  of  devotion,  patience  and  hard  work  on  Prinsep ’s 
part  to  decipher  the  script. 

Our  Cultural  Heritage 

Azad  :  And  only  then  did  they  come  to  know  of  great  king 
called  Ashoka  and  the  birthplace  of  Buddha  ! 

Masterji  :  At  about  this  time  there  was  another  discovery  — 
that  of  the  cave  painting  of  Ajanta — that  proved  beyond 
doubt  that  India  had  a  glorious  heritage.  The  colours  used  in 
the  cave  paintings  were  superior  to  any  known  paints;  and 
the  figures  were  so  exquisite  that  .  .  . 

Jayanti  :  They  knew  that  no  savages  could  have  made  it. 

Masterji  :  India  had  a  civilization  which  was  no  less  than 
ancient  Greece  or  Rome.  And  also  that  the  Vedas  and  the 
Upanishads  were  not  only  the  most  ancient  but  also  the 
greatest  literature  known  to  man.  Another  thing  that  did  a  lot 
to  remove  the  feeling  of  inferiority  that  many  Indians  were 
suffering  under;  was  the  theory  of  European  scholar  that  the 
forefathers  of  the  Europeans  and  the  forefathers  of  the 
Indians  came  from  the  same  stock.  So  you  see,  the  new  found 
knowledge  of  their  own  glorious  past  filled  the  heart  of  every 
Indian  with  pride  and  love  for  their  country. 
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Azad  :  That  must  have  been  great;  after  feeling  inferior  for 
so  long. 

Master ji  :  This  discovery  of  their  great  heritage  provided  a 
really  solid  foundation  on  which  Indian  nationalism  was  built 
and  helped  in  the  revival  of  Hinduism  that  I  have  already  told 
you  about  and  hastened  the  growth  of  Indian  nationhood.  But 
the  story  will  not  be  complete  till  I  tell  you  something  about 
Ramakrishna  and  his  famous  disciple  Vivekananda. 

Ramakrishna — Keeping  the  Faith 

Master ji  :  Ramakrishna  was  a  great  saint.  He  was  not  only 
venerated  by  the  common  people  but  all  great  reformers  of 
his  time  including  Dayanand,  discussed  religious  matters  with 
him  and  sought  his  guidance.  Ramakrishna,  unlike  others, 
proved  by  his  own  example  that  man  can  achieve  salvation  as 
much  through  idol  worship  as  through  worship  of  a  formless 
god.  He  was  a  truly  liberated  person  who  believed  that  one 
could  achieve  salvation  through  any  religion  by  worshipping 
any  god  if  one  is  sincere.  The  English  educated  intellectuals 
of  his  time  who  had  lost  faith  in  their  own  religion  and  culture 
were  once  more  reassured  by  his  teachings. 

Vivekananda  :  Universal  Brotherhood 

Ramakrishna  was  a  great  teacher  but  his  teachings  were 
spread  across  the  world  by  his  disciple  Vivekananda  and 
nationalism  that  had  already  begun  to  take  root,  got  a  big 
boost  from  this  great  man. 

Do  you  know  anything  about  Vivekananda  ? 

Jayanti  :  Yes,  I  love  the  story  about  his  visit  to  the  U.S.A. 
in  1893  when  he  attended  the  Parliament  of  Religions  held 
in  Chicago.  At  that  time  the  people  of  the  West  had  a  very 
low  opinion  about  Hindu  religion  but  once  Vivekananda 
started  speaking,  everyone  listened  entranced.  He  spoke 
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about  the  greatness  of  Hinduism  and  for  the  first  time 
Hinduism  got  the  respect  of  the  world. 

Masterji  :  Yes,  and  his  teaching  salvaged  some  of  the 
shattered  self  confidence  of  the  Indians.  For  he  taught  them 
that  their  spiritual  greatness  was  no  less  than  the  material 
greatness  of  the  West.  He  felt  that  the  Indians  were  getting 
blinded  by  the  materialism  of  the  West. 

Vivekananda  was  an  ardent  nationalist  but  his  nationalism 
started  from  the  lowest  rung  of  society.  He  preached  universal 
brotherhood. 

Azad  :  I  know  one  of  his  speeches.  I  was  asked  to  recite  it 
in  class.  be  proud  that  you  are  an  Indian,  and  proudly 
proclaim,  I  am  an  Indian,  every  Indian  is  my  brother.  The 
ignorant  Indian,  the  poor  and  destitute  Indian,  The  Brahmin 

Indian,  the  lowly  Indian,  is  my  brother  .  The  soil  of  India 

is  my  highest  heaven,  the  good  of  India  is  my  good.” 

Masterji  :  Aren’t  these  lines  beautiful  ?  When  Vivekananda 
spoke,  his  words  were  charged  with  emotion  and  people 
never  failed  to  respond  —  so  many  people  left  everything  and 
followed  his  example.  Vivekananda  preached  what  his  guru 
had  taught  him;  that  you  can  reach  God  through  service  — 
service  to  mankind  which  really  meant  service  to  his  country. 
Vivekananda  loved  India  intensely.  One  of  his  American 
disciples,  Margaret  Noble  who  later  became  famous  as  Sister 
Nivedita  said  of  Vivekananda,  “India  was  to  him  like  the  air 
he  breathed.”  He  fully  believed  that  India  in  spite  of  all  its 
weaknesses  would  become  one  of  the  great  nations  of  the 
modern  world.  But  one  had  to  work  hard  to  do  this.  He  set 
an  example  by  starting  and  organising  many  social  work 
programmes.  So  you  see  Vivekananda  was  a  saint  who  gave 
a  spiritual  slant  to  nationalism.  One  historian  calls  him  the 
father  of  Modern  Indian  Nationalism. 
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Development  of  Political  Ideas 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji  you  told  us  of  the  tremendous  upheaval 
that  were  brought  about  in  our  country  by  the  influence  of  the 
West.  You  spoke  about  the  changes  in  society  and  religion  but 
you  have  not  yet  told  us  of  the  development  in  politics. 

Azad  :  How  could  there  be  a  change  in  politics?  There  can’t 
be  a  change  in  something  that  does  not  exist  at  all? 

Jay  anti  :  And  what  exactly  do  you  mean  by  that? 

Azad  :  See  politics  has  to  do  with  government;  and  since  we 
were  being  governed  by  aliens  and  had  no  government  of  our 
own  the  question  of  Indian  politics  does  not  arise. 

Masterji  :  That  was  good  thinking  Azad.  So  I  shall  talk,  not 
about  the  change  but  beginning  and  development  of  modern 
political  concept  in  India.  In  the  words  of  a  historian  the 
development  of  “those  political  ideas  and  political  organizations 
which  led  by  a  natural  process  of  evolution  to  the  freedom  of 
India?  This  was  the  time  when  new  ideas  were  coming  into 
being.  Concepts  like  nationalism,  nationality,  patriotism.  People 
were  just  learning  the  meaning  of  words  like  ‘political  thought’. 

Jayanti  :  Ah,  this  is  going  to  be  interesting. 

Azad  :  Yes,  there  will  be  some  action  now. 

Emergence  of  a  National  Hero  :  Raja  Rammohan  Roy 

Masterji  :  Yes,  there  will  be  a  lot  of  action,  and  most  of  the 
action  now  as  you  will  see  was  initiated  by  Raja  Rammohan 
Roy. 

Azad  :  My  god!  How  did  he  do  so  many  things,  Social 
reform,  religion,  literature,  education,  press,  politics  —  there 
seems  to  be  nothing  he  was  not  involved  in! 

Jayanti  :  What  a  wonderful  man! 
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Masterji  :  Rammohan  was  the  first  Indian  to  boldly  bring  the 
grievances  of  the  Indians  to  the  notice  of  the  British 
government.  Not  only  did  he  publish  the  grievances  of  the 
public  in  his  newspaper  "Kaumudi"  but  also  fought  for  the 
political  rights  of  the  people.  That  is  why  he  is  known  as 
"Aristotle  of  Modern  Indian  political  thought." 

Standing  for  the  Fundamental  Rights 

Jay  anti  :  It  must  have  taken  a  lot  of  guts  to  be  openly 
critical  of  the  British  government. 

Masterji  :  There  is  no  doubt  about  that.  It  took  a  lot  of 
courage  those  days  to  protest  against  the  British;  after  all  they 
were  the  masters.  One  of  his  protests,  specially  against  the 
Press  Ordinance  Act  of  1823  won  him  a  lot  of  admiration. 
It  so  happened  that  in  1823  the  acting  Governor  General 
issued  a  Press  Ordinance  taking  away  the  liberty  of  the  Press. 
Rammohan  Roy,  the  great  lover  of  liberty,  promptly  took  up 
the  case  for  a  free  press.  This  novel  agitation  had  a  great 
impact  on  the  masses  -  here  was  a  man  who  dared  to  stand 
up  against  a  powerful  organization  not  to  fight  for  any 
personal  right  or  even  the  rights  of  his  countrymen  only  but 
for  the  rights  of  all  men. 

Just  two  days  after  the  Press  Ordinance  was  invoked, 
Rammohan  Roy  along  with  a  few  others  submitted  a  memorial 
to  the  Supreme  Court  for  hearing  objections  against  it.  The 
judge  of  the  Supreme  Court  dismissed  it.  Rammohan  Roy 
then  made  an  appeal  to  the  King  in  council. 

Azad  :  And  did  he  succeed? 

Masterji  :  No  it  came  to  nothing  but  Rammohan  Roy’s 
agitation  against  the  repressive  ordinance  and  his  stand  for 
the  freedom  of  the  Press  is  considered  a  landmark  in  India’s 
freedom  struggle,  for  this  was  the  first  organized  effort  against 
the  encroachment  on  the  fundamental  rights  of  people. 
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In  July  1827,  an  act  called  the  Jury  Act  was  introduced. 
It  was  a  very  discriminatory  act  and  declared  that  any  Hindu 
or  Muslim  could  be  tried  by  either  Europeans  or  native 
Christians;  but  no  Christian,  either  European  or  native  was  to 
be  tried  by  a  Hindu  or  a  Muslim  juror.  Rammohan  agitated 
against  this  act.  He  also  organised  a  protest  against  government 
measures  to  tax  rent  free  land.  He  even  went  to  England  to 
fight  against  the  prevailing  discrimination.  While  in  England 
he  placed  before  the  British  Parliament  many  other  demands 
as  well.  Some  of  these  demands  were  appointment  of  native 
assessors  in  the  Civil  Courts,  employment  of  Indians  in  the 
Civil  services  and  finding  out  the  public  opinion  before 
passing  any  public  legislation. 

Rammohan  Roy  was  far  ahead  of  his  time  and  it  is  not 
surprising  that  most  of  his  demands  remained  unfulfilled  but 
it  is  important  to  remember  that  he  started  something  which 
was  to  become  a  powerful  instrument  in  the  hands  of  the  later 
freedom  fighters.  He  laid  the  foundation  to  what  came  to  be 
known  later  as  -  constitutional  agitation. 

Remember  I  spoke  about  Derozio?  He  with  his  students 
carried  out  a  lot  of  political  agitation.  The  group  he  led  came 
to  be  known  as  Young  Bengal  —  his  group  did  much  to 
arouse  the  political  consciousness  of  the  people.  Another  new 
thing  in  the  political  field  at  this  time  —  that  is  the  second 
quarter  of  the  19th  century  —  was  the  holding  of  meetings 
where  the  public  opinion  could  be  heard  on  political  matters. 

A  gentleman  called  Prasanna  Kumar  Tagore  started  an 
English  newspaper  called  the  The  Reformer7  to  publicize  his 
political  views. 

Power  of  Associations 

At  this  time  people  began  to  feel  a  need  for  forming 
associations  to  give  more  weight  to  their  political  protests  and 
demands.  The  “Landholders  Society”  formed  in  1838  was 


A  NEW  SPIRIT  CALLED  NATIONALISM 


43 


one  of  the  first  such  associations.  It  came  into  existence 
mainly  to  guard  the  interest  of  the  Zamindars  and  Landholders. 

Jayanti  :  This  association  could  not  have  had  any  impact  on 
the  national  movement  if  it’s  function  was  only  to  look  after 
the  interest  of  a  handful  of  landed  people. 

Masterji  :  On  the  contrary  this  society  did  perform  a 
function.  It  showed  the  people  the  advantage  of  fighting 
constitutionally  for  their  demands.  They  also  showed  how 
people  from  all  parts  of  the  country  could  come  together  for 
a  common  cause.  This  was  one  of  the  first  societies  that  had 
branches  in  every  district  of  the  British  Indian  empire.  This 
society  also  showed  that  taking  the  help  of  sympathetic 
Englishmen  could  be  an  advantage  to  any  political  cause.  This 
was  one  of  the  first  associations  with  an  all  India  outlook. 

One  of  Raja  Rammohan  Roy’s  English  friends  William 
Adam  established  the  British  India  Society  in  England  to 
create  an  awareness  about  Indian  Problems  in  the  English 
mind.  Later  on  this  society  came  together  with  the  Landholders’ 
Society  and  became  the  British  Indian  Association.  This 
association  sent  many  petitions  making  demands  for  including 
Indian  members  in  the  legislature,  admission  of  Indians  to 
higher  posts  etc. 

British  Sympathisers 

Jay  anti  :  It  is  nice  to  know  that  there  were  Englishmen 
sympathetic  to  the  Indian  cause. 

Masterji  :  But  such  Englishmen  gained  the  wrath  of  their 
own  community.  Such  an  example  was  Mr.  Bethune  who 
perhaps  to  lessen  the  discrimination  in  the  courts  introduced 
four  bills  with  the  view  to  bring  the  British  born  subjects  under 
the  local  court  and  abolish  the  privilege  of  the  British  to  be 
tried  by  supreme  court  alone.  This  angered  the  British 
Community  very  much  and  they  started  a  violent  agitation. 
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Bethune  was  forced  to  withdraw  the  Bills  and  the  acts  came 
to  be  known  as  the  Black  Acts. 

New  National  Leaders 

Azad  :  I  suppose  now  they  realized  that  it  was  up  to  the 
Indians  themselves  to  fight  their  own  battle  instead  of  depending 
on  foreigners. 

Masterji  :  In  a  way  you  are  right;  for  after  this  some  very 
remarkable  young  Indians  came  to  the  fore  and  gave  a  new 
turn  to  the  nascent  nationalism.  Surendra  Nath  Banerji  and 
Mahadev  Govind  Ranade  are  two  wonderful  people  whose 
political  activities  I  would  like  to  tell  you  about. 

But  before  that,  I  must  tell  you  a  little  about  another 
person  who  had  helped  considerably  in  the  development  of 
national  awareness.  His  name  was  Keshab  Chandra  Sen  who 
took  over  the  leadership  of  Brahmo  Samaj  from  Rammohan 
Roy.  I  want  to  speak  about  him  because  he  was  one  of  the 
first  all-India  figures  of  the  country.  He  undertook  all-India 
tours  and  came  in  contact  with  a  vast  variety  of  people.  He 
was  able  to  earn  the  admiration  of  people  from  different  parts 
of  the  country.  In  those  days  of  local  heroes,’  a  ‘national 
hero’  was  a  new  thing.  Keshab  Chandra  Sen  came  nearest  to 
the  concept  of  a  national  hero.  According  to  one  Englishman, 
“The  death  of  Keshab  Sen  in  January,  1884  was  one  of  the 
earliest  occasions  for  the  manifestation  of  a  truly  national 
sentiment  in  the  country”  because  the  people  of  all  parts  of 
India  mourned  his  death. 

Well,  that  was  a  digression.  I  shall  now  come  back  to  the 
field  of  politics  and  talk  about  another  all-India  leader. 

Masterji  :  A  new  and  exciting  thing  was  now  happening  in 
Bengal,  a  sort  of  revolution  almost;  that  would  soon  spread 
through  the  length  and  breadth  of  the  country.  The  scene  of 
action  was  now  slowly  and  imperceptibly  shifting  from  the 
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social  and  religious  field  to  that  of  politics.  You  have  already 
seen  how  the  spirit  of  nationalism  was  first  seen  in  the 
different  religious  movements.  This  was  now  giving  way  to  a 
even  more  powerful  movement,  and  a  new  generation  of 
leaders  were  taking  over.  One  thing  they  had  in  common  with 
the  other  leaders  I  have  told  you  about  was  their  burning  love 
for  liberty  and  their  patriotism.  But  these  emotions  were 
translated  into  political  propaganda  in  the  case  of  these 
youthful  leaders,  rather  than  social  or  religious  reforms. 

Surcndra  Nath  Banerji :  Crossing  communal 
Barriers 

One  of  the  first  and  most  remarkable  of  such  political 
leaders  was  Surendra  Nath  Banerji.  His  speeches  and  writings 
profoundly  moved  the  young  generation  and  strengthened  the 
resentment  against  the  British. 

Surendra  Nath  got  involved  in  politics  after  he  was 
dismissed  from  service,  as  I  have  already  told  you  on  a  very 
flimsy  pretext.  He  was  an  eloquent  speaker  and  his  speeches 
had  a  tremendous  impact  on  the  youth —  all  over  the  country. 

My  father  used  to  often  speak  of  Surendra  Nath’s 
rousing  lectures.  I  still  remember  some  of  them — “In  the 
name  then  of  a  common  country,  let  us  all,  Hindus,  Musalmans, 
Christians,  Parsees,  Members  of  the  great  Indian  Community, 
throw  the  pall  of  oblivion  over  jealousies  and  dissensions  of  by 
gone  times  and  embraching  one  another  in  fraternal  love  and 
affection,  live  and  work  for  the  benefit  of  our  fatherland." 

Besides  political  freedom  Surendra  Nath  laid  great 
emphasis  on  basic  unity  of  all  Indians.  He  was  of  the  view  that 
their  dreams  of  liberty  could  never  come  true  till  every  Indian 
forgot  his  narrow  religious  and  communal  barriers  and  united 
together.  In  this  context  his  words  about  Guru  Nanak  are 
really  worth  repeating.  What  do  you  think  about  these  lines, 
"Three  hundred  years  ago,  in  Punjab,  the  immortal  founder  of 
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Sikhism,  the  meek,  the  gentle,  the  blessed  Nanak  preached 
the  great  doctrine  of  unity  and  endeavoured  to  knit  together 
Hindus  and  Musalmans  under  the  banner  of  common  faith... He 
preached  the  great  doctrine  of  peace  and  goodwill  between 
Hindus  and  Musalmans,  And  standing  in  the  presence  of  his 
great  example  we  too  must  preach  the  great  doctrine  of  peace 
and  goodwill  between  Hindus  and  Musalmans,  Christians  and 
Parsees,  and  between  all  sections  of  the  great  India 
Community.” 

Azad  :  I  had  always  thought  that  political  speeches  on 
National  integration  was  a  modern  thing.  I  did  not  know  that 
it  had  started  that  early! 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji  you  said  that  when  he  left  the  Civil 
Service,  Surendra  Nath  devoted  himself  to  politics  but  what 
are  his  actual  contribution?  I  mean  what  changes  was  he  able 
to  bring  about  in  this  field? 

Foundation  of  India  Association 

Masterji  :  Yes,  I  will  tell  you  about  that  now.  Surendra  Nath 
became  one  of  the  founders  of  the  India  Association.  I  had 
already  told  you  that  the  Indian  leaders  had  begun  to  feel  a 
need  for  an  all  India  body  and  this  association  was  founded 
with  a  view  to  awaken  the  spirit  of  unity  and  brotherhood 
amongst  the  people  of  India.  Its  main  objects  were,  firstly,  to 
create  a  strong  body  of  public  opinion;  secondly  to  unite  India 
on  the  basis  of  common  political  aspirations;  thirdly  to 
promote  friendly  feeling  between  Hindus  and  Muslims;  and 
lastly  the  inclusion  of  the  masses  in  the  public  movements. 

The  association's  first  campaign  was  against  lowering  of 
the  maximum  age  for  the  entrance  to  the  Indian  Civil  Service 
examination  from  21  to  19. 

Azad  :  Why  did  the  government  lower  the  age  for  admission 
to  this  exam? 
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Masterji  :  This  was  viewed  as  a  plot  to  keep  away  the 
Indians  from  the  Civil  Services.  It  was  difficult  for  Indians  to 
complete  their  education  in  a  foreign  tongue.  Then  they  had 
to  go  to  England  to  sit  for  this  exam,  and  compete  with  boys 
who  had  the  best  English  education.  In  spite  of  these  handicaps, 
every  year  some  Indian  boys  got  through.  By  lowering  the  age 
limit  to  19,  they  were  making  it  only  a  little  more  difficult  for 
the  boys. 

A  Common  Cause 

This  issue  brought  together  the  educated  people  all  over 
the  country  on  "a  common  platform,"  Now  Surendranath 
decided  to  challenge  the  Government  on  this  and  a  few  other 
issues.  And  with  a  view  to  arouse  the  public  opinion  against 
the  government  he  undertook  an  all  India  tour,  covering  the 
United  provinces,  Punjab,  Bombay  and  Madras.  This  was  the 
first  time  that  people  belonging  to  different  religions  and 
communities  of  India,  "had  been  brought  upon  the  same 
platform  for  a  common  and  united  effort." 

Jay  anti  :  And  did  the  agitation  meet  with  success? 

Masterji  :  You  will  be  happy  to  know  that  it  did.  As  a  result 
of  the  agitation  a  Public  Service  Commission  was  appointed 
by  the  government  in  1886.  Besides  a  few  other 
recommendations  favourable  to  Indians,  the  age  of  admission 
to  the  Civil  Service  was  raised  to  23. 

Lytton’s  Repressive  Measures 

The  other  agitations  carried  out  by  the  association  were, 
against  the  Vernacular  Press  Act,  restricting  the  liberty  of  the 
Press  and  the  Arms  Act — all  repressive  acts  were  introduced 
during  the  period  when  Lord  Lytton  was  the  Viceroy.  Abolition 
of  duties  on  the  import  of  British  products  was  another  of  his 
unpopular  acts.  It  is  not  surprising  that  the  four  years  that  he 
was  the  Viceroy  are  considered  as  the  most  "inglorious  period 
of  British  administration  in  India." 
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Azad  :  It  is  unfortunate  that  Lytton  ever  came  to  India. 

Masterji  :  On  the  contrary,  some  consider  the  appointment 
of  Lord  Lytton  as  the  Viceroy,  as  the  best  thing  that  could 
happen  to  this  country.  As  you  saw,  his  repressive  acts  made 
the  people  all  over  the  country  unite  together  in  protest.  It 
may  seem  amusing  but  I  will  tell  you  what  one  paper  said 
about  this,  "To  Lord  Lytton  must  belong  the  credit  of  having 
done  much  by  his  repressive  measures  towards  stimulating  the 
public  life  of  this  country,  and  for  this  service  certainly  his 
Lordship  will  be  entitled  to  the  gratitude  of  our  country." 

Furore  over  the  Ilbert  Bill 

Masterji  :  After  Lytton,  Ripon  became  the  Viceroy.  During 
Ripon's  tenure  two  events  took  place  that  roused  the  political 
consciousness  of  the  people  and  brought  them  together 
again,  against  a  common  grievance.  The  first  was  a  stormy 
controversy  over  a  bill  known  as  the  Ilbert  Bill.  The  Bill  was 
passed  by  Mr.  Ilbert  who  was  the  law  member  of  the  Viceroy's 
council  that's  how  it  got  its  name.  In  those  days  Europeans 
and  British  in  India,  could  only  be  tried  by  white  judges.  That 
means  that  however  qualified  or  senior  an  Indian  magistrate 
or  judge  might  have  been  he  had  no  authority  to  try  a 
European  criminal. 

Jayanti  :  But  that  is  very  silly. 

Masterji  :  Exactly.  That  is  why  the  Ilbert  Bill  was  passed,  to 
remove  discrimination  on  the  basis  of  race.  I  am  sorry  to  tell 
you  that  the  British  public  reacted  very  savagely  against  the 
Bill. 

Azad  :  Why  did  the  British  public  object  to  the  Bill? 

Masterji  :  Oh,  they  felt  quite  insulted  that  Indians  should  be 
treated  as  equals.  They  found  the  thought  of  an  Indian  sitting 
in  judgment  over  a  British — even  if  the  British  happened  to 
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be  a  lowly  criminal — absolutely  outrageous.  The  British  agitated 
most  violently;  collecting  one  and  a  half  lakh  of  rupees,  and 
setting  up  defence  associations  all  over  the  country  to  fight 
against  the  Bill.  They  used  very  abusive  language  and  said 
very  malicious  things  about  Indians. 

Jay  anti:  And  how  did  the  Indians  react? 

Masterji  :  I  am  proud  to  say  that  the  Indians  behaved  in  a 
much  more  civilised  manner.  Though  they  did  fight  for  the  bill 
they  conducted  themselves  with  much  more  dignity. 

But  it  was  a  losing  battle  for  the  Indians.  The  government 
had  to  give  in  to  the  pressure  of  the  British  public.  The  Bill 
was  drastically  modified.  It  now  gave  the  white  criminal  the 
right  to  claim  a  jury  in  which  half  the  members  would  be 
European.  Everyone  knew  that  there  could  be  no  justice 
where  the  jury  was  formed  on  racial  lines — because  the 
judgement  would  always  be  on  the  basis  of  the  colour  of  the 
skin. 

The  agitation  against  the  Bill  and  its  ultimate  failure  left 
the  Indian  community  feeling  utterly  dejected  and  humiliated. 
The  newspaper  called  Bengali'  quoted  Lord  Macaulay  who 
had  once  said  that  a  liberty  that  meant  the  prerogative  of  a 
few  as  against  the  rights  of  the  many,  was  not  liberty  but  the 
grossest  form  of  oppression. 

Jay  anti  :  I  suppose  the  English  educated  Indians  now 
realised  once  and  for  all  how  degrading  their  position  was  in 
their  own  country;  and  that  they  could  not  expect  fair  play 
from  their  masters? 

Masterji  :  Well  there  is  no  use  feeling  bitter  about  it  now; 
the  arrogance  of  the  ruling  race  is  not  an  uncommon  thing; 
but  let  me  tell  you,  this  agitation  had  one  advantage — it  taught 
Indians  a  lesson  in  politics.  It  taught  them  that  to  succeed 
in  a  political  agitation  it  was  important  to  unite  and  get 
organized. 


50 


THE  STORY  OF  INDIA'S  STRUGGLE  FOR  FREEDOM 


Jayanti  :  And  now  the  second  event  that  roused  the  political 
consciousness  of  Indians. 

The  Trial  of  Surendra  Nath  Banerji 

Masterji  :  The  agitation  over  the  Ilbert  Bill  was  still  going 
strong  when  the  Indians  got  another  slap  on  the  face. 
Surendra  Nath  Banerji  was  prosecuted  for  something  he  had 
written  in  the  paper  and  he  was  sentenced  to  a  month's 
imprisonment. 

Azad  :  This  must  have  infuriated  the  young  people  who 
considered  him  their  hero. 

Masterji  :  Of  course!  During  the  trial  the  court  was  filled  and 
overflowing  with  students.  And  they  became  so  agitated  when 
the  sentence  was  passed  that  they  began  to  shout  and  break 
the  windows  of  the  building.  Not  only  the  students  were 
agitated — there  was  a  spontaneous  protest  from  all  sections  of 
people  and  no  one  worked  that  day.  Indignant  letters  and 
telegrams  poured  into  the  Indian  Association  office. 

But  the  most  important  effect  of  this  incident  was  that 
public  meetings  were  held  in  various  towns  in  all  parts  of  India 
to  protest  against  the  government.  It  was  as  if  the  whole 
country  had  united  as  one,  in  protest. 

Beginning  of  Agitations 

Jay  anti  :  This  is  interesting.  Surrendra  Nath  had  been  trying 
so  hard  to  unite  the  different  people  of  India;  but  this  he 
achieved  best  after  going  to  jail! 

Masterji  :  Now  the  educated  Indians  began  to  organize 
themselves.  They  collected  a  massive  fund  for  carrying  on 
their  agitation  both  in  this  country  and  abroad.  This  they 
would  do  by  organising  a  conference  every  year  made  up  of 
representatives  from  all  parts  of  the  country.  This  conference 
could  guide  the  political  thought  of  the  people.  The  first 
National  Conference  was  held  in  Calcutta  from  28th  to  30th 
December  1883.  Many  issues  were  discussed  in  this  conference. 
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Some  of  them  were  education,  representative  councils, 
separation  of  the  judiciary  from  the  executive,  administration 
of  criminal  justice  and  most  important  of  all — wider  employment 
of  Indians  in  the  public  service.  The  conference  was  regarded 
as  "the  first  stage  towards  a  national  parliament." 

The  ground  was  now  set  for  a  political  organisation 
which  would  knit  together  the  several  political  associations 
and  people  into  one  body.  Can  you  tell  me  the  name  of  the 
body  which  would  come  into  existence  in  another  couple  of 
years?  An  organisation  that  would  play  a  dominant  role  in  the 
final  awakening  of  all  communities  and  classes  of  people  and 
lead  them  to  ultimate  liberation. 

Azad  and  Jayanti  :  We  know!  You  are  talking  about  the 
Indian  National  Congress! 

Political  Activities 

Masterji  :  Absolutely  right!  But  first  let  me  tell  you  a  little 
more  about  the  political  activities  that  were  taking  place  in  the 
other  provinces. 

In  western  India,  the  Sarvajanik  Sabha  was  formed  to 
give  voice  to  the  demands  and  needs  of  the  people;  and  all 
classes  of  people  were  its  members.  There  were  landlords  and 
merchants  on  one  side,  and  retired  government  officers, 
professors  and  lawyers  on  the  other.  Some  of  the  ruling  chiefs 
were  also  the  members  of  the  Sabha.  Mahadev  Govind 
Ranade,  the  great  jurist,  scholar,  visionary  and  reformer  was 
the  guiding  spirit  of  the  Sabha.  He  felt  very  strongly  that  "In 
this  vast  country  no  progress  is  possible  unless  both  Hindus 
and  Mohammedans  join  hands  together."  The  main  object  of 
the  Sabha  was  to  guide  public  opinion,  study  the  economic 
problems  of  the  country  and  bring  it  to  the  notice  of  the 
government.  It  also  advocated  many  reforms. 

Jay  anti  :  Wasn't  there  any  such  association  in  Madras? 
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Master ji  :  In  Madras,  an  association  called  Mahajan  Sabha 
was  founded  in  May  1884.  This  Sabha  aimed  to  bring  to 
government's  notice  the  demands  of  the  public,  and  discussed 
such  issues  as  the  civil  services,  military  expenditure,  reform 
of  the  legislative  council  and  separation  of  the  judiciary  from 
revenue  function. 

Political  Propaganda  in  England 

Another  thing  I  must  tell  you  is  that  a  lot  of  political 
propaganda  was  carried  on  in  England  as  well,  to  make  the 
British  public  aware  of  the  true  state  of  things  in  India  and 
gain  their  sympathy.  The  first  man  to  carry  on  Indian 
propaganda  abroad  was  Rajarammohan  Roy,  followed  by 
Dwarkanath  Tagore,  the  grandfather  of  Rabindranath.  Dada 
Bhai  Naoroji  was  one  of  the  Indians  who  did  a  great  deal  for 
the  political  advancement  of  India  by  arousing  the  conscience 
of  the  British  pubic.  He  did  this  by  a  strong  appeal  to  their 
sense  of  justice  and  love  of  liberty.  Dadabhai  with  the  help  of 
another  great  political  figure  W.C.  Bonnerjee,  started  an 
association,  in  London  called  the  London  Indian  Society.  Its 
first  meeting  was  held  in  1865.  It  later  collaborated  with 
another  association  known  as  the  East  India  Association.  This 
association  became  very  popular  and  many  distinguished 
Englishmen  became  its  members  as  well. 

There  were  many  associations  of  this  kind  but  at  a 
smaller  scale  who  were  quite  effective  for  sometime.  One  was 
started  by  an  Englishwoman  by  the  name  of  Mary  Carpenter; 
who  was  the  biographer  of  Rammohan  Roy,  And  another 
one  was  an  association  by  a  young  student  of  Cambridge 
called  Ananda  Mohan  Bose.  He  gave  a  lot  of  speeches  on  the 
wrongs  England  had  done  to  India. 

By  now  associations  with  similar  aims  were  mushrooming 
all  over  the  country.  The  time  was  ripe  for  one  massive 
national  organisation  to  take  over  and  prepare  the  country 
for  the  mighty  plunge.  And  that  organisation  was  the  Indian 
National  Congress. 


PART-III 


THE  CONGRESS  IS  BORN 


"It  is  difficult  to  think  of  any  age  or  country  in  which  a 
single  political  institution  has  played  such  a  dominant  role,  for 
more  than  sixty  years,  in  the  liberation  of  motherland  from  a 
foreign  yoke." 

Jayanti  :  Masterji,  I  would  like  to  know  why  exactly  the 
Indian  National  Congress  was  started.  It's  still  not  very  clear 
to  me.  And  also  how  did  it  come  into  existence. 

Azad  :  And  I  want  to  know  who  started  it. 

Masterji  :  O.K.  First  let  me  answer  the  why.  You  have 
already  seen  that  the  numerous  political  associations  all  over 
the  country  and  abroad  were  bringing  one  fact  again  and 
again  to  the  notice  of  the  government  and  that  was  a  fair 
share  of  Indian  representatives  in  the  government.  This  was 
being  emphasized  by  individuals  in  their  speeches  and  writing 
and  by  the  masses  whose  mouthpiece  was  the  Indian  Press. 
Fortunately  for  everyone  there  were  a  few  enlightened 
Englishmen  who  understood  the  seriousness  of  the  demand 
and  brought  it  to  the  notice  of  the  Government.  Amongst 
these  English  sympathizers  were  Allan  Octavian  Hume  and 
Sir  Henry  Cotton  both  erstwhile  members  of  the  Indian  Civil 
Service.  I'll  quote  Henry  Cotton,  because  they  answer  your 
question  beautifully.  He  said  of  the  educated  Indians.  "They 
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tolerate  the  existence  of  our  government  as  an  irrevocable 
necessity,  which  has  done  immense  service  to  them  in  the 
past,  but  which  they  are  determined  to  modify  until  it  adapts 
itself  to  changes  which  under  its  own  impulse  have  come  into 
existence...  They  demand  real  not  nominal  equality,  a  voice 
in  the  Government  of  their  own  country  and  a  career  in  the 
public  service." 

Hume  :  An  Enlightened  Englishman 

By  the  time  Lord  Lytton  left,  the  country  was  bordering 
on  the  verge  of  revolution.  Economically  the  country  had  hit 
an  all  time  low.  Terrible  famines  were  raging  all  over  the 
country.  Some  of  the  educated  people  were  trying  to  make 
the  despair  of  the  masses  to  be  heard  but  there  was  no  means 
of  communication  with  the  government,  no  way  do  keep  the 
government  informed  of  the  needs  of  the  people.  The 
government  was  absolutely  out  of  touch  with  the  people  and 
naturally  the  chances  of  the  entire  machinery  breaking  down 
was  pretty  bright.  It  was  as  Hume  said,  "The  fate  of  the 
empire  was  trembling  in  the  balance." 

Luckily  these  wise  people  believed  that  the  only  solution 
was  self-government  for  Indians  and  tried  to  convince  those 
in  power  that  it  would  be  advisable  to  give  the  Indians  self- 
government  rather  than  push  them  onto  the  path  of  violence. 

So  in  1885,  Hume  met  the  Viceroy  Lord  Dufferin  and 
placed  a  proposal  before  him.  It  was  suggested  that  every  year 
leading  Indians  should  meet  and  discuss  social  matters  and 
form  a  close  contact  among  themselves.  In  Hume's  own 
words,  such  an  association  would  be  a  "safety  valve  for  the 
escape  of  great  and  growing  forces  generated  by  our  own 
action,  was  urgently  needed,  and  no  more  efficacious  safety- 
valve  than  our  Congress  movement  could  possibly  be  devised." 

Dufferin  was  only  too  happy  to  accept  a  plan  through 
which  the  government  might  be  kept  informed  of  the  Indian 
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public  opinion  as  Dufferin  felt  that  this  body  would  perform 
the  same  task  as  the  one  performed  by  the  opposition  in 
England. 

Jayanti  :  So  what  role  did  Hume  play  in  the  forming  of  the 
Congress? 

Masterji  :  As  you  have  already  seen,  many  political 
organisations  had  been  forming  all  over  the  country  and  they 
were  moving  towards  the  formation  of  one  big  political 
organisation  that  would  represent  the  whole  country.  It  was 
inevitable  that  such  a  political  body  would  come  into  existence 
sooner  or  later.  And  it  is  to  Hume's  credit  that  it  happened 
sooner.  It  was  his  efforts  that  hastened  the  birth  of  the  Indian 
National  Congress. 

After  Hume  got  the  green  signal  from  the  Viceroy,  he 
went  to  England  to  gather  support  for  his  scheme.  After  he 
had  been  assured  of  cooperation  from  all  quarters,  Hume 
spoke  to  the  leading  Indians  and  with  their  help  and  support 
the  first  Indian  National  Congress  came  into  being.  Its  first 
sitting  was  at  Bombay  on  December  25,  1885.  The  meeting 
was  held  at  Gokaldas  Tejpal  Sanskrit  College.  There  were  72 
delegates  covering  the  different  regions  of  India.  A  renowned 
lawyer  of  Calcutta  called,  W.C.  Bonnerjee  was  chosen  to  be 
its  first  president.  "Less  than  thirty  years  had  passed  since  the 
revolt  when  a  new  race  of  Indians  inspired  with  new  ideals 
and  thrilled  by  the  vision  of  a  new  India,  came  together  and 
started  a  movement  which  in  sixty  years  attained  its  goal"  says 
a  historian.  And  another  historian  describes  this  first  meeting 
as  "a  start,  out  of  which  the  political  giant  of  the  20th  century 
grew." 

Jay  anti  :  Those  must  have  been  very  exciting  times! 

Masterji  :  It  was,  because  nothing  like  this  had  ever 
happened  in  this  country  before.  The  population  was  gripped 
with  excitement  for  here  were  people,  their  own  countrymen 
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from  all  parts  of  India  giving  voice  to  their  needs  and 
aspirations,  discussing  with  the  masters  on  equal  terms  the 
future  of  the  country.  In  other  words  haggling  with  the 
government  to  secure  a  better  deal  for  them.  Here  was  a 
group  of  people  they  trusted  implicitly  because  these  were 
their  own  people,  not  imposed  on  them  from  above;  leaders 
who  they  hoped  would  unite  them,  guide  their  destiny,  and 
ultimately  lead  them  to  liberation. 

But  liberation  was  yet  far  away  and  the  Congress  had  to 
pass  through  a  lot  of  thick  and  thin,  a  lot  of  despair  before 
it  could  grow  and  mature  and  challenge  the  mighty  British 
empire. 

Changing  Attitudes 

Azad  :  Masterji  I  have  heard  that  in  the  beginning  the  Indian 
leaders  were  very  respectful  and  loyal  to  the  British.  Is  that 
true? 

Masterji  :  Yes  that  is  true.  At  that  time  Indians  had  great 
faith  in  the  British  goodwill  and  in  the  beginning  professed 
their  loyalty  to  the  British  crown.  They  tried  to  be  very 
understanding  of  the  British  problems  and  so  the  demands 
they  made  were  more  in  the  tone  of  a  "prayer"  rather  than 
a  challenge.  But  this  attitude  was  not  to  last  long.  As  I  have 
already  told  you  the  Congress  was  growing  and  changing  with 
every  session.  Slowly  at  first  and  breathtakingly  fast,  later. 

Jayanti  :  Masterji,  when  you  say  "The  Congress  was 
growing" — do  you  mean  in  maturity  or  in  size? 

Masterji  :  In  both.  First  look  at  the  size.  At  the  first  session 
there  were  only  72  delegates  but  at  the  second  session  in 
Calcutta  there  were  434,  and  at  the  third  in  Madras  there 
were  607  delegates.  Some  sections  who  had  kept  away  in  the 
beginning,  began  to  participate  in  large  numbers.  For  instance 
there  were  only  2  Muslim  delegates  at  Bombay,  33  at  the 
second  session  and  81  at  the  third.  And  in  the  sixth  session, 
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out  of  702  delegates  156  were  Muslims.  Also  the  business 
class  which  had  earlier  kept  aloof  realised  that  it  was  in  their 
own  interest  to  support  the  Congress  rather  than  the 
government  because  the  Congress  was  genuinely  interested  in 
the  economic  development  of  the  country.  Only  the  bulk  of 
the  masses  remained  ignorant  still.  Though  Congress  took  up 
their  cause  and  fought  to  improve  their  lot,  yet  it  would  be 
sometime  before  they  came  to  be  identified  with  them. 

Jay  anti  :  And  the  Congress  attitude  to  the  British?  How  long 
did  that  take  to  change? 

Master ji  :  That  changed  faster  than  you  think.  In  the  very 
second  session  which  was  presided  over  by  Dadabhai  Naoroji 
in  Calcutta,  a  tone  of  discontent  could  be  heard.  I  am  sure  the 
government  would  not  have  liked  the  description  of  "a  foreign 
bureaucracy”  as  it  was  called  in  this  session. 

In  the  third  session  presided  over  by  Badruddin  Tyabji, 
though  the  faith  in  English  liberalism  and  sense  of  justice  was 
still  quite  strong,  the  tone  of  criticism  was  sharpened  too. 

Azad  :  And  how  was  the  British  government  reacting  to  the 
criticism? 

Dadabhai.  Naoroji:  The  Critic 

Masterji  :  It's  needless  to  say  that  the  government  was 
infuriated  with  this  criticism,  and  also  with  Dadabhai  Naoroji, 
its  staunchest  critic.  Dadabhai  said  some  hard  things  about  the 
British  rule.  According  to  him,  under  the  British  "India  is 
being  continually  bled,  its  vitality  and  vigour  must  get  low 
unless  permanent  improvements  already  made,  or  future 
development  of  the  material  resources,  shall  restore  it  to  its 
former  health.”  He  went  so  far  as  to  say  that  "of  all  the  evils 
and  terrible  misery  that  India  has  been  suffering  for  a  century 
and  a  half...  the  latest  developments  are  the  most  deplorable.” 
If  Dadabhai  was  critical,  he  also  had  a  remedy  to  offer. 
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Accordingly  to  him,  "That  remedy  is  self  government  under 
the  British  paramountcy...  when  this  one  fundamental  remedy 
will  be  accomplished,  every  other  evil  or  defect  of  the  present 
system... would  right  itself".  According  to  Dadabhai,  the 
alternative  was  a  break  up  of  the  Empire. 

Azad  :  You  said  that  the  Indian  leaders  of  the  Congress 
began  to  lose  faith  in  the  British.  How  about  the  British 
government?  Didn't  its  attitude  change  towards  the  Congress? 

Master ji  :  Oh  yes,  it  did.  As  I  already  pointed  out,  the 
Government  reacted  rather  strongly  to  the  criticism  and  got 
its  back  at  the  Congress  by  calling  it  names  and  being 
generally  abusive.  For  instance  it  not  only  called  the  Congress 
"Childish,"  but  also  a  "historical  assembly  in  which  the  more 
violent  and  silly  of  their  members  ruled  the  roost."  They  even 
tried  to  prove  that  the  Congress  was  "supported  by  a 
microscopic  minority." 

Azad  :  But  that  is  ridiculous! 

Master  ji  z  I  admit  that  was  a  childish  statement.  In  fact  the 
Government  attitude  changed  from  patronage  to  positive 
dislike  and  snub.  It  is  difficult  to  believe  how  drastically  the 
British  attitude  towards  Congress  changed  in  a  few  years.  In 
1886  Dufferin  was  holding  a  reception  in  honour  of  the 
Congress  delegates  in  Calcutta.  And  in  a  few  years  do  you 
know  what  Curzon,  one  of  Dufferin's  successors,  was  saying 
about  Congress?  He  said  that,  "My  own  belief  is  that  Congress 
is  tottering  to  its  fall,  and  one  of  my  great  ambitions  while  in 
India  is  to  assist  it  to  a  peaceful  demise." 

But  of  course  that  was  wishful  thinking.  Congress  was  far 
from  falling.  In  fact  it  was  growing  as  1  told  you  both  in  size 
and  strength.  The  Congress  even  set  up  an  agency  in  London 
in  1888  to  popularise  its  viewpoint  in  England  and  to  mould 
English  public  opinion. 
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Jay  anti  :  But  you  did  say  that  the  Congress  had  its  hard 
times  as  well. 

Master ji  :  Yes  it  did.  There  were  times  when  it  lost  faith 
even  with  Indians,  There  were  times  too  when  it  was  on  the 
verge  of  breaking  down  completely — but  as  you  know  in  spite 
of  all  odds  it  survived.  The  history  of  the  Congress  for  the 
next  twenty  years  is  so  interwoven  with  the  freedom  movement 
that  it  will  not  be  possible  for  me  to  speak  of  it  separately. 
You  will  come  to  know  the  ups  and  downs  of  the  Congress 
as  I  unravel  to  you  the  fascinating  story  of  the  freedom 
struggle.  But  before  I  start,  let  me  tell  you  something  about 
the  state  of  the  country  at  that  point  of  time. 

Worsening  Condition  of  the  Country 

Jay  anti  :  We  already  know  about  the  economic  background. 
Poverty  had  increased;  terrible  famines  and  plagues  shattered 
the  country. 

Masterji  :  Yes;  and  the  British  trade  policies  made  matters 
worse  for  the  Indian  economy.  And  also  the  frontier  wars 
were  bleeding  the  country  dry.  Dadabhai  Naoroji  wrote  a 
good  deal  about  the  poverty  of  India  and  the  growing  feeling 
that  it  was  the  result  of  foreign  rule  in  India  that  gave  strength 
to  the  political  movement. 

And  look  at  the  education  policy;  the  British  government 
was  encouraging  only  higher  education.  The  result  was  that 
while  a  handful  of  Indians  got  the  benefit  of  a  liberal 
education  the  masses  remained  steeped  in  ignorance.  Naturally 
the  class  distinction  grew  wider. 

On  the  other  hand,  the  urban  middle  class  was  becoming 
more  politically  conscious  and  it  was  being  helped  by  the 
great  developments  in  literature.  An  easy  prose  style  had 
come  into  vogue  at  the  beginning  of  the  19th  century.  This 
became  a  powerful  medium  of  expression  and  brought  with  it 
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different  literary  forms  like  novel,  short  story,  drama,  essay 
etc.  English  missionaries  like  William  Carey,  John  Gilchrist 
and  Bishop  Robert  Caldwell  helped  in  the  development  of 
Indian  literature  by  compiling  grammars  and  dictionaries  for 
many  of  the  regional  languages.  They  paved  the  way  for  the 
great  literary  figures  like  Tagore,  Bharatendu  Harischandra, 
Vallathol,  Frem  Chand,  Mohammed  Iqbal  and  many  times. 

Fissiparous  Tendencies 

While  a  few  British  friends  of  India  were  trying  to 
improve  the  lot  of  our  countrymen,  the  British  government 
was  directly  or  indirectly  doing  irreparable  damages. 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji,  what  do  you  think  is  the  most  damaging 
thing  they  have  done. 

Masterji  :  Different  people  will  have  different  ideas  about 
this,  but  I  feel  that  the  biggest  harm  they  have  done  to  the 
country  is  to  sow  the  seeds  of  disunity.  It  is  quite  a  paradox 
really,  because  in  the  beginning  they  were,  not  intentionally 
perhaps,  instrumental  in  uniting  the  country  and  bringing  the 
diverse  elements  together.  But  instead  of  promoting  this 
solidarity,  the  government  was  encouraging  fissiparous 
tendencies  and  disuniting  factors. 

Their  administration  was  now  being  more  and  more 
based  on  the  policy  of  “divide  and  rule”  so  that  in  spite  of  the 
best  efforts  of  the  Indian  National  Congress,  rifts  began  to 
appear  in  the  national  movement. 

Azad  :  Masterji,  what  would  you  say  were  the  major 
achievements  of  the  Congress  ? 

Masterji  :  I  will  speak  right  now  about  the  first  20  years;  that 
is  between  1885  and  1905.  Though  during  this  period  the 
Congress  was  not  able  to  wrest  many  political  advantages 
from  the  tight-fisted  British  government,  what  it  achieved 
otherwise  was  of  great  importance  to  the  country. 
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First  of  all,  it  gave  a  concrete  shape  to  the  idea  of  the 
unity  of  the  country.  All  the  lectures  on  unity  could  not  have 
been  so  effective  as  the  sight  of  men  from  remote  corners  of 
India  coming  together  on  one  platform  during  the  Congress 
sessions.  This  also  helped  in  arousing  the  national 
consciousness  and  patriotic  feelings  of  the  people  all  over  the 
country. 

They  managed  to  educate  and  guide  public  opinion  both 
in  India  and  abroad  because  the  public  followed  with  great 
interest  the  discussions  on  political  and  economical  issues 
carried  out  at  the  Congress  meetings. 

Besides,  for  the  first  time,  through  the  Congress,  the 
voice  of  the  people  was  heard  by  those  in  power. 

Last  but  not  the  least  is  the  fact  that  the  Congress  was 
able  to  bring  back  a  bit  of  the  lost  pride  and  self  confidence 
of  Indians.  Most  British  leaders  lacked  confidence  in  the 
Indian  character  and  made  it  clear  that  they  felt  that  Indians 
were  incapable  of  mature  consideration,  incapable  of  taking 
decisions;  in  other  words  Indians  are  not  made  of  the  stuff  of 
which  great  leaders  are  made.  A  little  of  this  idea  was  bound 
to  rub  off  on  the  Indians  and  make  them  feel  inferior.  Great 
thinkers  and^  leaders  of  the  infant  Congress  like  Dadabhai 
Naoroji,  Surendra  Nath  Banerji,  Pherozeshah  Mehta,  R.C. 
Dutt,  Lai  Mohan  Ghosh,  G.K.  Gokhale,  B.G.  Tilak  and  Pandit 
Madan  Mohan  Malviya  gave  the  lie  to  this  belief.  They  helped 
in  not  only  raising  the  Indians  in  their  own  eyes  but  in  the 
eyes  of  the  critical  western  world. 

Jay  anti  :  It  is  a  pity  that  in  spite  of  all  this,  they  were  not 
able  to  get  more  political  reforms  from  the  British. 

Azad  :  Masterji,  why  didn’t  the  leaders  fight  with  the 
government.  I  am  sure  if  they  had  been  little  more  aggressive 
rather  than  so  polite,  they  could  have  got  more  out  of  the 
British. 
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Masterji  :  Well  Azad,  that’s  exactly  how  many  of  the  leaders 
had  begun  to  feel.  They  had  started  feeling  frustrated  by  the 
British  apathy  and  said  that  the  begging  and  praying  would 
get  them  nowhere.  They  had  to  fight  for  their  rights.  This 
feeling  had  actually  begun  to  appear  even  earlier,  as  is  clear 
from  the  speeches  of  Rajnarain  Bose,  the  Bengali  savant  and 
scholar.  Listen  to  these  lines  he  said  taunting  his  own 
countrymen.  “Are  you  so  dull  headed  as  to  think  that  our 
foreign  conquerors  are  a  set  of  philanthropists  who  have 
come  to  our  country  to  serve  your  interests  only  and  not  their 
own?  Do  you  think  they  will  neglect  their  own  Birmingham 
and  Manchester,  and  encourage  your  arts  and  manufactures 
as  you  wish?  Members  of  a  downdrodden  race  ‘Know  ye  not 
that  he  who  rise,  must  himself  make  the  attempt'. ” 

But  it  was  the  mystic  and  patriot  Aurobindo  Ghose,  who 
made  this  new  cult  of  nationalism  popular.  He  and  some 
others  who  I  will  be  telling  you  about  came  to  be  known  as 
the  extremists. 

Extremists:  The  New  Leaders 

“It  is  the  natural  fate  of  all  nationalist  movements  to  split 
sooner  or  later  into  moderate  or  extremist  sections  the  one 
believing  in  patience,  in  ‘ gradualness ’  in  progress  by  means  of 
lawful  agitation  and  constitutional  reforms,  the  other  rejecting 
such  methods  as  unavailing  and  unending.” 

Masterji :  As  the  disillusionment  with  the  British  Government 
grew,  the  influence  of  the  extremist  leaders  grew.  It  is 
interesting  to  know  that  Hume  took  the  initiative  in  urging  the 
leaders  not  to  limit  their  activities  to  the  Congress  platform 
but  to  carry  the  agitation  among  the  masses  of  India.  His 
words  which  had  been  ignored  by  earlier  nationalists  found 
favour  with  the  younger  leaders.  “....  progress  must  spring 
from  within,"  Hume  had  said.  He  had  also  said,  “Self-sacrifice 
and  unselfishness  are  the  only  unfailing  guides  to  freedom  and 
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happiness.”  Also  that  “they  who  would  be  free  themselves 
must  strike  the  blow.” 

These  words  found  a  powerful  echo  in  Aurobindo,  who 
had  become  dissatisfied  with  the  Congress  as  a  middle-class 
organ,  “selfish  and  disingenuous  in  its  public  action  and 
hollow  in  its  professions  of  a  large  and  disinterested  patriotism.” 
He  felt  that  the  movement  had  to  be  carried  to  the  proletariat. 
“The  right  and  fruitful  policy  is  to  awaken  and  organise  the 
entire  power  of  the  country.”  And  the  man  who  answered 
this  challenge  was  Bal  Gangadhar  Tilak. 

Tilak:  Awakening  of  the  Masses 

Azad  :  Masterji  what  do  you  mean  when  you  say  that  Tilak 
answered  the  challenge  ? 

Masterji  :  What  I  mean  is  that  Tilak  took  the  movement 
from  the  middle-class  to  the  masses.  He  sincerely  believed 
that  only  by  awakening  the  ignorant  masses  could  India 
progress.  He  gave  a  new  meaning  to  the  word  nationalism. 
He  made  his  life  an  example  in  sacrifice  and  suffering  in  the 
cause  of  the  country  instead  of  eloquent  speeches  and  essays. 
For  example  when  a  famine  broke  out  in  Bombay  in  1896, 
he  went  amongst  the  people  distributing  leaflets;  telling  them 
not  to  despair;  to  go  instead  to  the  Government  and  fight  for 
their  rights.  He  made  them  aware  of  laws  like  Famine  Relief 
Code  by  which  the  Government  was  bound  to  provide  them 
relief. 

J ay anti  :  Isn’t  it  strange  that  there  are  so  many  laws  to 
protect  the  weak  and  the  poor  but  there  was  no  one  to  tell 
them  about  it. 

Masterji  :  Tilak  also  believed  that  any  development  of  the 
Indian  people  should  be  based  on  its  ancient  culture.  He 
roused  the  masses  through  a  festival  that  would  appeal  to 
their  sentiments  the  most.  He  organized  the  Ganapati  festival 
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and  Shivaji  festival.  In  the  Shfoaji  festivals,  glorious  episodes 
from  Shivaji’ s  life  would  be  enacted.  These  filled  the  people 
with  patriotic  sentiments.  These  festivals  also  had  processions, 
melas,  singing  parties  and  lectures.  These  caught  the 
imagination  of  the  masses  in  a  big  way.  One  very  new  idea 
that  Tilak  as  well  as  the  other  extremists  were  advocating  was 
that  the  political  goal  of  India  was  self-government.  It  was  a 
big  jump  from  what  the  Congress  had  been  demanding  all 
along  if  you  remember  what  I  have  been  telling  you.  The 
Congress  aspired  only  for  reforms  in  administration  and  more 
rights,  but  that  was  not  enough  for  the  extremists.  “Swaraj  is 
my  birthright  and  I  must  have  it”  was  Tilak’s  passionate  cry. 
“Can  the  wealth  of  the  whole  world  be  put  in  the  scales 
against  liberty  and  honour?”  asked  Lajpat  Rai.  And  Bipin 
Chandra  Pal  declared  that  the  New  spirit  “values  freedom  for 
its  own  sake,  and  desires  autonomy,  immediate  and 
unconditional  regardless  of  any  consideration  of  fitness  or 
unfitnesses  of  the  people  for  it.”  These  last  three  extremist 
leaders  became  very  popular  and  were  called  Bal,  Lai  and  Pal. 

Now  the  situation  was  that  while  the  older  leaders  of  the 
Congress  like  Surendranath  Banerji,  Gopal  Krishna  Gokhale 
and  Pheroze  Shah  Mehta — who  were  known  as  moderates 
still  kept  their  faith  in  the  British  benevolence  and  sense  of 
justice,  the  new  nationalists  did  not  believe  that  an  alien 
government  could  have  benevolent  feeling  for  those  they 
ruled. 

So  a  parting  of  ways  became  inevitable.  It  happened  at 
the  Surat  session  of  Congress  in  1907,  and  for  nine  years 
after  that  the  extremists  kept  out  of  the  Congress. 

Arrival  of  Lord  Curzon 

Masterji  :  So  you  see  that  by  the  end  of  the  19th  century 
nationalism  had  reached  a  new  stage.  Revolutionary  activities 
were  taking  place  with  increasing  frequency  in  Bengal,  Punjab 
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and  Maharashtra.  It  needed  a  wise  and  benevolent  ruler  to 
steer  the  country  through  the  critical  times  but  the  man  who 
came  as  viceroy  in  1898  was  neither  benevolent  nor  wise,  his 
name  was  Lord  Curzon.  When  I  say  wise  I  do  not  mean 
clever.  Curzon  was  a  brilliant  student  of  Oxford  University.  He 
was  very  hardworking  and  talented  but  totally  out  of  sympathy 
with  the  political  aspirtions  of  the  country  he  had  come  to 
govern.  He  had  come  not  with  the  intention  of  improving  the 
lot  of  the  people  but  to  do  all  he  could  to  strengthen  the 
weakened  foundation  of  the  British  empire.  He  believed  quite 
wrongly  that  the  Congress  was  “tottering  to  its  fall.”  and 
imposed  some  harsh  measures  to  curb  the  growing  spirit  of 
dynamic  nationalism.  There  was  a  countrywide  agitation 
against  his  repressive  measures.  But  his  most  high-handed 
and  unpopular  act  was  the  forcing  of  the  partition  of  Bengal 
on  the  unwilling  people.  This  act  of  his  alienated  a  large  part 
of  the  educated  population  from  the  British. 

The  Partition  of  Bengal 

Azad  :  Masterji,  I  don’t  understand  what  motive  Curzon  had 
in  partitioning  Bengal  ? 

Masterji  :  Well,  the  reason  for  the  partition  was  partly 
administrative  but  added  to  this  was  the  motive  of  exploiting 
the  separatist  Muslims.  So  it  was  decided  to  separate  Dacca, 
Chittagong  and  Rajshahi  Divisions  from  Bengal — and  join 
these  to  Assam  and  form  a  new  province  of  Eastern  Bengal 
and  Assam  with  Dacca  as  the  Capital. 

The  partition  let  lose  a  spontaneous  popular  movement 
which  was  absolutely  unprecedented.  A  new  thing  happened 
in  this  anti-partition  agitation;  students  in  large  numbers 
joined  in.  They  appealed  to  the  people  to  give  up  foreign 
goods  and  use  Swadeshi  or  country  made  articles.  This  call  to 
boycott  British  goods  was  taken  up  by  the  vernacular 
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newspapers  and  also  fostered  and  popularised  in  the  songs  of 
people  like  Tagore,  and  other  two  Bengali  poets  Dwijendra 
Lai  Roy  and  Rajani  Kanta  Sen.  This  heightened  the  patriotic 
feelings  of  the  people.  This  was  the  time  when  Vande- 
Mataram  became  such  a  hit. 

Another  unforeseen  thing  happened  at  this  time  in 
Bengal;  all  classes  and  sections  of  people  including  a  large 
section  of  Muslims  led  by  Abdul  Rasul,  Guznavi  and  Liaqat 
Hussain  pledged  their  support  to  the  Swadeshi  idea.  Shops 
closed  down  in  protest  and  Tagore  made  an  emotional  appeal 
to  the  people  to  observe  16th  October  1905,  the  date  of  the 
partition,  both  as  a  day  of  mourning  and  Raksha  Bandhan 
day.  A  wave  of  brotherly  feeling  swept  the  people  as  people 
tied  rakhi  on  each  others  wrist.  “The  Rakhi  ceremony  will 
indicate  that  no  monarch’s  sword,  however  powerful,  can  cut 
asunder  the  bond  of  union  implanted  by  Providence  amongst 
people  forming  one  and  the  same  race,”  said  Tagore  in  an 
impassioned  speech. 

Jay  anti  :  But  Masterji,  I  thought  that  one  of  the  aims  of 
partitioning  Bengal  was  to  create  disunity  among  Hindus  and 
Muslims. 

Masterji  :  This  was  one  of  the  times  when  their  calculation 
went  wrong.  Muslims  joined  Hindus  in  large  scale 
demonstrations.  In  fact  this  incident  also  brought  together  the 
warring  extremists  and  moderates  and  together  they  launched 
a  movement  to  end  the  partition. 

The  Swadeshi  and  Boycott  Movements 

Masterji  :  I  told  you  that  a  new  method  was  adopted  to 
protest  against  the  partition  of  Bengal;  and  this  method  very 
soon  became  one  of  the  dominant  features  of  struggle  for 
freedom.  This  method  included  the  Swadeshi  and  Boycott 
Movements.  Do  you  know  what  these  movements  imply? 
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Jay  anti  :  Swadeshi  Movement  required  the  people  to  use 
articles  made  in  India.  This  would  help  in  developing  the  local 
industries  and  also  arouse  the  patriotic  feelings  of  the  people. 

Azad  :  Boycott  implied  the  boycott  of  British  made  articles 
to  hurt  Britain’s  economic  interests. 

Master ji  :  You  are  both  right.  So,  from  here  on,  Boycott  and 
Swadeshi  became  powerful  instruments  in  the  national 
agitation.  It  is  difficult  to  imagine  today  how  the  movement 
gripped  the  masses.  My  father  told  me  how  vividly  he 
remembered  people  making  huge  bonfires  out  of  British  made 
clothes  and  other  articles.  And  once  the  fire  was  lighted,  it 
would  go  on  burning  for  hours  because  people  would  keep 
rushing  out  of  their  house  with  their  fine  English  clothes  and 
baubles  and  keep  throwing  them  into  the  fire.  He  also 
remembered  how  all  the  people  around  him  had  taken  to 
using  Swadeshi  clothes  and  other  articles  even  though  they 
were  more  expensive  and  much  coarser  than  the  English  stuff. 
There  was  a  new  spirit  of  self  help  and  a  sudden  burst  of 
energy,  and  a  large  variety  of  indigenous  industries  began  to 
spring  up  all  over  the  country.  Starting  from  National  banks, 
there  were  textiles  mills,  hosiery,  tobacco  and  soap  factories, 
tanneries,  chemical  works  and  insurance  companies,  set  up  to 
emphasize  the  positive  aspect  of  Swadeshi. 

The  movement  showed  no  sign  of  abatings,  if  anything 
the  pitch  of  fervour  kept  rising.  Can  you  imagine  that  in  an 
ancient  temple  of  Calcutta  hundreds  of  worshippers  gathered 
before  Dusshera  for  a  special  prayer  and  took  a  special  pledge 
for  the  movement!  “They  made  a  vow  not  to  use  foreign 
made  goods  or  buy  at  foreign  merchants’  shops  if  those 
article  were  available  in  Indian  shops,  and  not  get  anything 
done  by  a  foreigner  if  it  could  be  done  by  an  Indian. 

Jay  anti  :  All  this  sounds  so  exciting. 

Master  ji  :  Oh,  the  excitement  was  tremendous.  People  were 
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being  bombarded  all  around  with  appeals  for  Swadeshi  and 
boycott.  Inspiring  slogans  were  being  shouted  from  the  roof 
tops;  you  heard  it  at  meetings,  religious  places,  public  places, 
houses,  even  schools  and  hospitals.  For  the  first  time  every 
section  of  the  society  was  affected  by  a  movement.  Neither 
the  highest  nor  the  meanest  person  was  untouched  by  it. 
Landlords  prevented  their  tenants  from  using  foreign  cloth, 
priests  refused  to  perform  religious  ceremonies  for  people 
who  used  foreign  cloth  or  other  articles;  even  doctors  and 
lawyers  refused  to  serve  such  people. 

But  the  instrument  that  was  used  to  inflame  the  passions 
of  the  people  most  was  the  Press.  It  was  the  journals  and 
newspapers  that  had  the  biggest  hand  in  making  the  movement 
a  roaring  success.  Newspapers  like  Amrita  Bazar  Patrika, 
Bengalee,  Sanjivani,  Hitavada,  Basumati  etc.  kept  the  fire 
smouldering  with  their  editorials.  “Never  were  the  sentiments 
of  a  nation  outraged  so  wantonly  as  in  the  case  of  partition 
on  Bengal,"  said  one  paper.  The  country  would  never 
“acquiesce  in  these  monstrous  proceedings  without  a  strenuous 
and  persistent  struggle  in  which  no  expense  or  sacrifice  will 
be  grudged,”  promised  another  paper. 

The  movement  now  was  assuming  the  character  of  a 
national  struggle.  It  was  no  longer  a  political  or  economic 
movement  rather  as  Gokhale  put  it,  “a  landmark  in  the 
history  of  national  progress.”  The  question  was  no  longer  the 
boycott  of  the  British  goods  but  of  the  British  rule. 

The  movement  also  owed  its  success  to  students’ 
participation  and  government  sent  circular  asking  educational 
institutions  to  take  strong  steps  against  students  who  got 
involved  in  this  movement.  But  that  could  hardly  stop  the 
students.  In  fact  it  gave  birth  to  the  idea  of  national  education 
which  meant  education  free  of  governmental  control  or 
British  influence.  National  schools  were  to  be  based  on 
national  traditions.  Such  schools  became  popular  in  Bombay, 
U.P.  C.P.,  Bihar  and  Madras. 
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Azad  :  And  what  about  the  Government?  Weren’t  the  British 
getting  a  little  worried  by  this  movement  ? 

Master ji  :  At  first  they  tried  not  to  give  too  much  importance 
to  the  movement  and  pretended  that  it  was  not  all  that 
serious.  But  the  movement  grew  and  they  could  not  ignore  it 
any  longer.  They  took  some  very  repressive  measures  to  stop 
it.  Another  plan  of  action  they  decided  upon  was  to  antagonise 
the  Muslims  against  the  movement.  Here  was  their  ‘divide  and 
rule’  policy  at  work  again.  While  on  the  subject,  let  me  show 
you  how  the  British  have  always  tried  to  create  discord 
between  the  Hindus  and  the  Muslims.  You  know  already  how 
Hindus  and  Muslims  had  united  to  fight  against  the  British  in 
1857.  After  the  Revolt,  the  Muslims  fell  from  British  favour 
as  the  British  considered  them  the  chief  instigators  of  the 
Revolt.  So  they  tried  to  befriend  the  Hindus  by  writing  history 
books  emphasizing  Muslim  oppression  of  Hindus,  and  pointed 
out  that  they  could  find  security  only  under  the  British  rule. 
This  discrimination  infuriated  the  Muslims.  Later  when  it 
suited  them  they  changed  their  policy  and  began  to  favour  the 
upper  class  Muslims  and  did  their  best  to  sow  seeds  of  distrust 
amongst  two  communities.  And  of  course  the  biggest  blow 
that  struck  to  the  unity  of  the  two  communities  was  when 
they  encouraged  the  formation  of  parties  based  on  religion. 

Now  coming  back  to  the  repressive  measures  of  the 
Government,  their  first  victims  were  students;  those 
participating  in  the  meetings  were  expelled,  fined,  jailed  and 
even  flogged.  Such  slogans  as  Vande  Mataram  was  forbidden. 
Often  at  these  meetings  the  police  were  let  loose  to  beat  up 
the  public  indiscriminately.  The  gap  between  the  people  and 
the  government  was  now  even  wider  than  before.  According 
to  Gandhi,  the  “real  awakening  of  India  took  place  after  the 
partition  of  Bengal.”  And  according  to  Nehru  “it  infused  a 
new  life  in  the  Bengali  lower  middle-class  and  to  a  small 
extent  even  the  masses.” 
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The  Formidable  Duo 

Jayanti  :  Masterji,  how  come  Gandhi  hasn’t  come  into  the 
story  so  far  ? 

Masterji  :  Have  a  little  more  patience.  At  this  point  of  time, 
he  was  making  waves  in  South  Africa.  Once  Gandhi  comes 
on  the  scene,  he  takes  over  completely,  and  the  story  of 
Gandhi  becomes  the  story  of  the  Independence  Movement, 
one  inseparable  from  the  other. 

Azad  :  And  I  would  like  to  hear  about  Nehru  now.  Was  he 
an  extremist  too  like  the  younger  leaders  ?  Was  he  influenced 
by  the  Swadeshi  movement  and  did  he  go  to  jail? 

Nehru — The  Socialist 

Masterji  :  Nehru  in  the  beginning  favoured  the  extremists;  in 
fact  he  did  not  approve  of  his  own  father  joining  the 
moderates,  One  of  the  earliest  influences  on  Nehru  was  the 
life  of  Garibaldi,  the  Italian  revolutionary.  He  read  the  book 
on  Garibaldi  when  he  was  studying  in  London  and  his 
imagination  was  fired  by  the  revolutionary  activities  of  the 
Italian  hero.  When  he  returned  to  India,  he  was  influenced  by 
Tilak  and  Mrs.  Annie  Besant  about  whom  I  will  tell  you  more 
later.  During  the  World  War  I,  he  was  annoyed  by  the 
submissive  attitude  of  the  moderates.  He  was  inspired  by  the 
Swadeshi  Movement  and  said,  “For  the  first  time  since  the 
Revolt  of  1857,  India  was  showing  fight  and  not  submitting 
tamely  to  foreign  rule...  that  the  masses  of  Bengal  were  taking 
the  Swadeshi  and  Boycott  pledge,  stirred  all  of  us  Indians  in 
England.”  The  turning  point  in  Nehru’s  life  and  one  of  the 
most  important  events  was  his  first  meeting  with  Gandhi.  It 
happened  during  the  Congress  Session  of  Lucknow  in  1916. 
The  meeting  had  a  tremendous  impact  on  Nehru,  and  he 
became  one  of  Gandhi’s  staunchest  supporters.  They  formed 
a  wonderful  partnership.  According  to  a  Historian,  “If  Gandhi 
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gave  the  idea,  Nehru  gave  the  colour  and  shape  and  the 
concrete  form  of  India’s  independence.  And  there  is  no  doubt 
that  Gandhi  forged  the  weapon  which  Nehru  wielded  with  will 
and  ability.  Nehru  is  the  best  interpreter  and  spokesman  of 
Gandhi’s  thought.”  These  lines  explain  very  well  how  Gandhi 
and  Nehru  together  became  the  most  formidable  duo  of  the 
freedom  struggle.  Inspired  by  Gandhi,  Nehru  courted 
imprisonment  many  times,  though  his  father  disapproved  of 
it  in  the  beginning.  Nehru  declared  that  he  would  go  to  jail 
“most  willingly  and  joyfully...  To  suffer  for  the  dear  country  ! 
What  great  good  fortune  could  befall  an  Indian  unless  it  is  a 
death  in  the  cause  or  for  the  realisation  of  our  glorious 
dream?” 

Jayanti  :  Did  Nehru  follow  Gandhi  blindly  or  did  he  feel 
differently  about  certain  things  ?  Did  he  too  influence  Gandhi? 

Masterji  :  That’s  a  good  question.  Nehru  was  Gandhi’s 
greatest  follower  as  I  have  just  told  you  and  had  great  faith  in 
non-violence  but  in  some  respects  he  differed.  He  did  not 
believe  in  mixing  religion  with  politics  like  Gandhi  did.  Nehru 
was  a  great  believer  in  socialism  and  felt  that  only  through 
socialism  could  India  get  over  her  poverty  and  start  on  the 
path  of  progress.  In  fact,  he  was  the  first  Congress  leader  to 
think  on  these  lines.  But  he  was  quite  clear  that  we  could  not 
imitate  other  nations.  India  had  to  develop  her  own  brand  of 
socialism  according  to  her  own  need.  And  there  was  one 
thing  that  Nehru  felt  very  strongly  about  and  which  Gandhi 
had  not  wholeheartedly  approved  of  in  the  beginning — total 
independence.  He  firmly  believed  that  there  could  be  no  real 
progress  as  long  as  people  were  not  completely  free.  So,  in 
the  Madras  Session  of  the  Congress  in  1927,  Nehru  created 
quite  a  stir  when  he  boldly  announced:  “The  Congress 
declares  the  goal  of  the  Indian  people  to  be  complete 
independence.”  And,  of  course,  Nehru’s  great  achievement 
was  in  the  field  of  National  Planning,  his  Five-Year-Plans  to 
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carry  the  nation  forward.  But  all  this  comes  later.  Let  us  go 
back  to  the  Swadeshi  movement.  But  before  that,  I  would  like 
to  tell  you  about  another  great  freedom  fighter  who  caught 
the  imagination  of  the  people,  a  man  who  sacrificed  everything 
for  his  country — Subhas  Chandra  Bose. 

Subhas  Chandra  Bose 

Bose  was  an  outstanding  person,  and  one  the  greatest 
freedom  fighters.  He  planned  a  very  daring  line  of  action.  He 
organized  the  Indians  outside  India  into  the  Indian  National 
Army  to  free  India  from  the  British  with  the  help  of  the 
Japanese  forces  which  had  occupied  Burma  and  invaded 
India. 

Bose  sincerely  felt  that  the  moderate  policy  of  the  Indian 
leaders  could  not  achieve  anything.  He  had  seen  that  many 
European  people  like  the  Poles,  the  Irish  and  the  Czechs  had 
taken  advantage  of  the  war  and  became  free.  He  anticipated 
the  same  for  India.  He  knew  that  the  war  was  coming  and 
waited  patiently.  In  the  meantime  he  carried  on  propaganda 
alerting  the  Indians  and  telling  them  to  be  prepared  for 
struggle.  He  joined  the  Congress  and  worked  under  Mahatma 
Gandhi  because  at  the  time  he  found  no  other  way  to  serve 
the  country.  The  crisis  of  World  War  II  gave  him  the  impetus 
to  change  his  course  of  action.  He  made  a  spectacular  escape 
from  the  country,  from  right  under  the  nose  of  heavy  British 
guards.  He  opened  a  real  second  front  outside  India  for  the 
Indian  movement  which  had  been  going  on  inside  the  country 
under  the  leadership  of  Mahatma  Gandhi.  Bose  had  always 
felt  that  India’s  greatest  weakness  was  the  absence  of  a 
National  Army  and  a  National  Government  to  lead  the  army. 
It  was  a  remarkable  feat  that  he  was  able  to  create  this  on 
alien  soil.  His  object  was  to  launch  and  conduct  the  liberation 
struggle  from  outside  India. 

The  daring  bid  failed  for  many  reasons,  chief  amongst 
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them  being  lack  of  resource,  not  enough  support  and  very 
little  time  to  get  organized.  But  his  intense  patriotism, 
burning  idealism  and  tremendous  courage  endeared  him  in 
the  hearts  of  his  countrymen  for  ever.  And  one  important 
effect  of  Bose’s  Azad  Hind  Fauj  was  that  it  shook  up  the 
English  Government.  For,  they  were  less  sure  now  that  the 
Indian  Army  would  blindly  follow  their  orders.  A  new  loyalty 
was  being  formed  in  the  hearts  of  the  Indian  army — the 
loyalty  to  the  country. 

Morley-Minto  Reforms  :  Disappointing 

Masterji  :  I  was  telling  you  about  the  repressive  measures 
of  the  government  during  the  Swadeshi  Movement.  Lajpat 
Rai  was  arrested  for  some  time  and  released  just  before  the 
Congress  session  at  Surat,  B.C.  Pal  was  jailed  for  six  months, 
Tilak  was  arrested  in  1908  and  deported  to  Burma  for  six 
years;  and  many  periodicals  were  banned.  But  in  spite  of  all 
their  efforts  to  squash  the  movement,  they  only  succeeded  in 
making  it  more  popular. 

The  Government,  now  seeing  that  the  mounting  tension 
was  heading  towards  a  crisis,  wisely  decided  to  change  its 
policy.  So  the  Viceroy,  whose  name  was  Minto,  and  the 
Secretary  of  the  State,  John  Morley,  together  announced 
some  reforms  in  the  structure  of  the  government.  These 
came  to  be  known  as  Morley-Minto  reforms.  These  at  first 
pleased  the  Moderates,  but  their  joy  was  shortlived  when  the 
policy  of  ‘divide  and  rule’  behind  the  reforms  became  evident. 
Moreover,  it  became  quite  clear  that  the  reforms  had  in  no 
way  changed  the  earlier  autocratic  government.  Neither  were 
they  nearer  a  more  representative  government.  The 
disappointing  feature  of  the  reforms  were  “separate 
electorates”,  which  meant  that  for  the  election  to  the  Councils, 
certain  number  of  members  were  to  be  elected  from  amongst 
Muslims  only. 
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Azad  :  In  what  way  would  the  British  gain  from  this  ? 

Masterji  :  By  this,  the  British  hoped  to  keep  the  Muslims 
away  from  the  national  movement.  They  were  being  treated 
differently  so  that  they  would  feel  that  they  were  different 
from  the  rest  of  the  Indians  and  that  their  interests  were 
different  and  that  they  had  nothing  in  common  with  the 
others.  But  the  Hindu  and  the  Muslim  leaders  saw  through 
the  British  attempt  to  divide  the  Indian  people  on  the  basis  of 
their  religion.  Even  Jinnah  who  you  will  see  later  demanded 
a  separate  state  for  the  Muslims,  at  that  time  opposed  the 
Morley-Minto  reforms. 

In  1911,  a  Durbar  was  held  in  Delhi  and  King 
George  V  was  present  at  the  Durbar.  The  Viceroy  now  was 
Lord  Hardinge.  Two  important  announcements  were  made  at 
this  time.  One  was  the  shifting  of  the  capital  of  British  India 
from  Calcutta  to  Delhi,  and  the  other  was  repealment  of  the 
partition  of  Bengal. 

Jayanti  :  That  must  have  cooled  things  a  bit,  and  restored 
peace. 

Beginning  of  Militant  Nationalism 

Masterji  :  Not  really.  Things  had  gone  too  far  for  that  and 
it  was  not  possible  now  to  stop  the  rising  tide  of  nationalism. 
Already  another  section  of  people  were  gathering  force. 
Whenever  a  struggle  goes  on  for  some  time  a  section  loses 
patience  and  strikes  out  on  its  own.  These  are  generally  the 
younger  people  who  felt  that  their  aim  can  be  achieved  only 
through  violence.  So  now  besides  the  Congress  which  had  its 
moderates  and  extremists,  there  were  others  working  to 
overthrow  the  alien  government;  they  were  the  terrorists  or 
revolutionaries.  The  history  of  most  subject  countries  whether 
in  Asia  or  Europe  show  the  same  trend — young  people  unable 
to  resist  tyranny  openly,  go  underground  and  start  secret 
organizations.  Bengal  became  the  breeding  ground  of 
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revolutionary  activities  and  later  spilled  over  to  many  parts  of 
the  country.  But  I  must  make  one  thing  clear — these  terrorists 
were  not  just  hot-headed  young  people  who  got  carried  away 
by  their  hatred  for  the  tyrant  race  and  murder  them.  It  would 
be  more  correct  to  call  it  militant  nationalism.  And  these 
militant  nationalists  or  were  young  idealistic  educated  people 
who  sacrificed  everything,  even  their  lives  to  free  their 
motherland.  Rajnarain  Bose  of  Bengal  organised  one  of  the 
earliest  secret  societies  and  its  “members  had  to  take  the  oath 
that  they  would  destroy  by  the  use  of  force  the  enemies  of  the 
country  and  deliver  India  from  her  bondage.”  But  the  first 
secret  organisation  after  the  Revolt,  with  the  explicit  aim  of 
overthrowing  the  British  was  formed  by  Vasudeo  Balwant 
Phadke,  a  Chitpavan  Brahmin  of  Bombay.  He  organised 
several  dacoities  and  managed  to  inflict  a  good  deal  of  loss  on 
the  government.  Though  his  mission  ended  in  failure,  and  his 
career  ended  with  life  imprisonment,  he  was  able  to  set  a  new 
trend  which  the  later  revolutionaries  like  Chapekar  brothers 
and  others  followed.  His  method  of  collecting  arms,  secret 
military  training,  collecting  funds  by  dacoity  and  methods  of 
attack  were  followed  by  later  militant  revolutionaries.  It  would 
be  impossible  to  tell  you  about  all  the  terrorist  activities.  There 
were  men  like  Khudiram  Bose  and  Profulla  Chaki  who 
became  martyrs  for  the  cause  of  freedom.  Of  course,  it  was 
impossible  for  them  to  overthrow  the  mighty  empire  single- 
handed  but  their  courage  and  sacrifice  for  the  country  became 
a  source  of  strength  and  inspiration  for  their  countrymen. 

Role  of  Muslims  in  the  Freedom  Struggle 

Masterji  :  You  have  already  seen  how  the  British  policy  was 
responsible  to  a  large  extent  in  sowing  the  seeds  of  disharmony 
between  the  Hindus  and  the  Muslims.  There  were  a  few 
factors  that  widened  the  gap  even  further.  The  Muslims  had 
right  from  the  beginning  been  hostile  to  the  progressive  ideas 
and  the  secular  education  of  the  West  unlike  the  Hindus.  So 
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their  progress  was  slower  than  that  of  the  Hindus.  It  is  only 
towards  the  later  half  of  the  19th  century  that  Muslims  began 
to  take  a  serious  interest  in  English  education.  By  then,  there 
was  already  a  big  intellectual  gap  between  the  two  communities. 
Also,  having  the  advantage  of  English  education,  most  of  the 
Government  posts  were  being  held  by  non-Muslims,  and  as  a 
result,  resentment  grew.  When  festivals  like  Shivaji  festival  and 
Ganapati  festival  became  part  of  the  national  movement,  the 
Muslims  were  encouraged  to  believe  that  the  nationalist 
movement  was  a  purely  Hindu  movement.  The  British  did 
everything  to  encourage  the  separatist  tendencies;  and  in 
1906  the  Muslim  League  was  formed  with  full  support  of  the 
Viceroy  Lord  Minto,  under  the  leadership  of  Agha  Khan,  the 
religious  head  of  one  of  the  Muslim  sects,  and  Nawab 
Salimullah  of  Dacca.  The  League  declared  that  its  chief  aims 
were  to  promote  loyalty  to  the  government,  to  protect  and 
advance  the  cause  of  Muslims  and  to  ensure  that  Muslims  did 
not  develop  hostile  feelings  towards  other  communities  in 
India. 

The  Muslim  League 

J ay  anti  :  I  don't  see  any  harm  in  the  formation  of  Muslim 
League. 

Masterji  :  Whenever  an  organisation  based  on  religion 
comes  into  existence  in  a  secular  country,  it  cannot  prevent, 
even  with  the  best  of  intentions,  the  promotion  of  fear, 
distrust  and  hatred.  If  only  the  interest  of  one  community  is 
safeguarded,  how  can  the  entire  nation  progress?  That  is  why 
when  any  national  party  that  announces  as  its  main  aim  the 
promotion  of  one  community  only  whether  Hindu,  Muslim, 
Sikhs  or  Christian,  you  can  be  sure  that  it  would  not  be  in  the 
interest  of  the  nation.  These  organisations  are  called  communal 
organisations  and  promote  the  idea  that  one  community  is 
diferent  from  other  communities  and  that  their  interest  is 
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different  from  the  rest.  Do  you  think  that  this  is  a  healthy  or 
desirable  attitude? 

Azad  :  No.  I  understand  now  that  such  parties  cannot  serve 
the  interest  of  a  nation. 

Masterji :  The  British  policy  of  divide  and  rule  did  us  immense 
harm,  but  it  did  not  ultimately  benefit  the  British  either.  In 
spite  of  their  best  efforts,  the  British  could  not  prevent  the 
Muslims  from  getting  involved  in  the  national  struggle.  I  am 
sure  you  have  heard  of  the  two  great  Muslim  leaders  of  the 
Freedom  Movement,  Maulana  Mohammed  Ali  and  Abul  Kalam 
Azad  who  did  their  best  to  draw  the  Muslims  into  the  National 
Movement.  Moreover,  the  attitude  of  the  Muslim  League 
towards  the  British  changed  too.  From  promotion  of  loyalty 
to  the  British,  their  aim  became  the  attainment  of  self- 
government  within  the  Empire,  just  as  the  Congress  had 
declared  self-government  as  its  aim  seven  years  earlier. 

The  World  War  Years:  1914-1918 

Masterji  :  When  the  first  World  War  broke  out  in  Europe  in 
1914,  British  used  Indian  resources  and  soldiers,  just  as  they 
had  done  in  all  her  earlier  wars.  Even  though  India  had  no 
stake  in  this  war,  they  went  all  out  to  help  Britain  in  her  hour 
of  need.  Indeed,  as  Lord  Birkenhead  had  remarked,  "without 
India,  the  war  would  have  been  immensely  prolonged,  if 
indeed  without  her  help  it  could  have  been  brought  to 
victorious  conclusion."  In  gratitude,  Britain  decided  to 
compensate  India  with  some  political  reforms  specially  as  the 
reasons  for  the  war  had  been  the  attempt  to  defend  democratic 
ideals.  I  will  come  back  to  this  later.  First  let  me  tell  you  some 
nice  things  that  had  been  happening  in  the  political  front  of 
the  country,  giving  a  fresh  incentive  to  the  National  Movement. 

Annie  Besant  in  Support  of  Home  Rule 

An  English  Lady  Mrs.  Annie  Besant  joined  the  Indian 
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National  Movement  in  1914.  Her  aim  was  to  rouse  public 
opinion  in  England  in  favour  of  the  Indian  demand  for  self 
government.  Tilak  too  had  been  released  from  prison  in  June 
the  same  year  and  was  keen  to  unite  the  Moderates  and  the 
Extremists. 

Azad  :  And  was  he  able  to  do  it? 

Masterji  :  As  you  know,  Tilak  was  emerging  as  a  new 
national  leader.  Ever  since  the  Extremists  had  walked  out,  the 
Congress  had  lost  a  good  deal  of  lustre.  Extremists  had  been 
a  vital  organ  and  without  them  Congress  had  become  more 
of  a  political  party  than  a  national  body.  It  was  during  the 
Lucknow  session  of  the  Congress  in  1916  that  the  two 
parties  were  reunited  with  a  little  prodding  from  Mrs.  Annie 
Besant. 

Jay  anti  :  That  was  good.  And  what  else  happened  in  that 
year? 

Mater ji  :  Remember  I  told  you  that  the  Muslim  attitude  was 
changing?  For  one  thing,  they  were  being  influenced  by  the 
national  spirit  that  was  animating  the  country.  At  the  same 
time  they  were  developing  anti-British  feelings  too  and  it  was 
Britain's  war  against  Turkey  that  roused  their  feelings  very 
strongly  against  the  British  and  paved  the  way  for  their 
cooperation  with  the  Congress.  So  the  Congress  and  the 
League  held  their  sessions  together  at  Lucknow  in  1916  and 
signed  a  pact  which  came  to  be  known  as  the  Lucknow  Pact. 
Both  together  jointly  framed  a  constitutional  scheme  on  the 
basis  of  Dominion  status.  This  pact  was  hailed  as  “a  triumph 
of  Indian  Nationalism,  because  for  once  both  the  organisations 
were  able  to  forget  their  differences  and  work  for  the 
common  cause  of  India.” 

The  year  1916  is  also  memorable  because  two  bodies 
with  similar  aspirations  came  into  existence.  These  were  the 
two  Home  Rule  Leagues — one  founded  by  Lokmanya  Tilak  in 
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April  and  another  by  Annie  Besant  in  September  the  same 
year.  These  two  bodies  jointly  carried  out  intensive  propaganda 
for  their  object  which  was  “attaining  Home  Rule  or  self 
government  within  the  British  Empire  by  all  constitutional 
means.”  They  did  much  to  create  public  enthusiasm  and 
concern  among  the  British  for  the  changing  situation  of  the 
country. 

Montagu-Chelmsford  Report 

Masterji  :  The  demands  of  the  Home  Rule  Leagues  as  well 
as  the  Indian  support  during  the  First  World  war  resulted  in 
an  announcement  made  on  20th  August,  1917,  by  Mr.  Edwin 
Montagu,  the  Secretary  of  State  for  India.  According  to  this, 
"the  policy  of  His  Majesty's  Government... is  that  of  increasing 
association  of  Indians  in  every  branch  of  the  administration 
and  the  gradual  development  of  self  governing  institutions 
with  a  view  to  progressive  realisation  of  responsible  government 
in  India  as  an  integral  part  of  the  British  Empire."  In  1917, 
Montagu  came  to  India,  and  in  1918  published  a  report 
which  is  known  as  the  Montagu-Chelmsford  Report  because 
Lord  Chelmsford,  the  Governor-General  had  also  signed  the 
report.  This  was  a  report  of  Indian  Constitutional  reforms  and 
formed  the  basis  of  the  Government  of  India  Act  1919.  In 
accordance  with  this  Report,  the  Central  Legislative  was 
remodelled  and  came  to  have  two  Houses — the  Legislative 
Council  and  the  Council  of  State. 

These  Houses  were  to  have  a  majority  of  elected  members. 
The  provincial  councils  were  to  be  enlarged  and  were  to  have 
elected  majority.  The  Members  of  Education,  Public  Health 
etc.  were  chosen  from  amongst  qualified  Indians.  Lord  Sinha 
and  Ali  Imam  were  some  of  the  outstanding  Law  Members. 
Sir  Sankaran  Nair  was  given  the  portfolio  for  Education  but 
important  portfolios  remained  with  the  British.  The  number 
of  voters  who  could  elect  members  of  the  Councils  was  few 
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and  only  people  with  property  had  a  right  to  vote.  Moreover 
all  important  powers  remained  with  the  Governor-General 
and  his  Executive  Council  who  continued  to  be  responsible  to 
the  British  Government  and  not  to  the  Indian  People.  Even 
in  the  provinces,  the  Councils  were  quite  ineffective  as  the 
real  powers  remained  in  the  hand  of  the  Governor. 

The  report  fell  far  short  of  expectations  as  well  as  the 
promise  the  British  had  made.  It  brought  them  nowhere  near 
their  dream  of  achieving  Swaraj  at  the  end  of  the  war. 
Though  the  moderates  were  willing  to  give  it  a  try,  the 
disappointed  extremists  wanted  a  total  rejection.  They  doubted 
the  British  sincerity  and  a  wave  of  resentment  and 
discontentment  swept  the  country. 

The  Ignoble  Rowlatt  Act 

The  Extremists'  fear  about  the  British  intention  soon 
proved  correct  by  the  notorious  Rowlatt  Act.  This  Act 
empowered  the  government  to  arrest  people  and  imprison 
them  without  a  trial  or  even  a  show  of  any  legal  procedure. 
The  Act  naturally  roused  the  indignation  of  the  people.  There 
was  a  widespread  protest  all  over  the  country,  and  work  came 
to  a  stop  as  mobs  demonstrated  everywhere.  The  government 
resorted  to  brutal  measures,  as  it  tried  to  bring  the  agitation 
under  control  by  lathi-charge,  imprisonment  and  firing. 

The  Anti-Rowlatt  Act  agitation  brought  to  the  fore  of  the 
National  Movement  a  new  leader  with  a  new  technique — the 
most  remarkable  man  of  the  century,  Mohandas  Karamchand 
Gandhi. 
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"Generations  to  come  it  may  be,  will  scarcely  believe  that 
such  a  one  as  this  ever  in  flesh  and  blood  walked  upon  this 
earth."  Einstein  on  Gandhi. 

Masterji  :  Gandhiji  first  came  in  limelight  when  he  was  still 
in  Africa  fighting  for  the  rights  of  Indians,  who  had  settled 
there.  His  extraordinary  weapon  was  non-violence  or  "passive 
moral  resistance,"  to  vindicate  the  dignity  of  Indians  in  South 
Africa.  The  success  of  his  non-violent  movement  made  it  the 
fundamental  principle  of  his  life — the  ideal  that  guided  all  his 
thoughts  and  actions.  To  Gandhi  self-realization  was  man's 
supreme  goal  and  that  could  be  achieved  only  through  truth 
and  non-violence.  In  fact  the  essence  of  everything  Gandhi 
believed,  practiced  and  preached  revolved  round  these  two 
principles — non-violence  and  truth,  in  other  words  satyagraha. 
When  Gandhi  returned  from  South  Africa  he  was  drawn  to 
the  Indian  National  Movement.  He  taught  the  Indians  the 
ideals  and  methods  of  satyagrah.  His  first  successful  fight  was 
against  the  indigo  planters  in  Bihar  in  Champaran  championing 
the  cause  of  the  oppressed  cultivators.  Then  came  his  historic 
fast  in  Ahmedabad  which  he  undertook  to  resolve  a  dispute 
between  the  mill  owners  and  peasants.  His  fast  affected  both 
the  workers  and  the  owners  and  the  dispute  was  settled 
satisfactorily  for  both  parties. 
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Jayanti  :  You  make  his  satyagraha  sound  like  magic! 

Masterji  :  What  Gandhi  did  later  with  his  satyagraha  was 
more  than  magic — it  was  a  miracle.  No  one  had  seen 
anything  like  this  before.  And  what  they  saw  was  staggering. 

Rowlatt  Act  :  The  Turning  Point 

And  as  I  was  saying,  Gandhi  was  really  drawn  into  the 
thick  of  the  movement  with  the  Rowlatt  Committee  Report. 
It  was  this  report  that  changed  his  mental  attitude  towards  the 
British  and  made  him  a  rebel.  According  to  an  Indian 
historian,  this  change  in  Gandhi's  mind  "marked  the  final 
stage  in  the  destruction  of  the  moral  foundation  of  the  British 
empire  in  India.  Gandhi  represented  the  conscience  of  India 
and  the  revolt  in  his  mind  was  the  starting  point  in  the 
revolution  which  culminated  in  the  end  of  the  Empire." 

Azad  :  These  are  beautiful  lines  but  do  you  think  that  Gandhi 
knew  that  he  would  succeed  in  attaining  complete  freedom  for 
his  country? 

Masterji  :  There  was  absolutely  no  doubt  in  his  mind  about 
this.  Do  you  know  he  had  told  one  of  his  biographers  quite 
emphatically,  "I  shall  see  India  free  before  I  die." 

Well  now  coming  back  to  Rowlatt  Act,  Gandhi's  appeal 
to  the  Viceroy  against  the  Act  was  completely  ignored  and 
Gandhi  now  assumed  the  leadership  of  the  first  all  India 
agitations.  He  founded  the  Satyagraha  Sabha  whose  members 
disobeyed  the  Act  and  courted  arrest.  There  was  an  outburst 
of  spontaneous  agitation  which  the  Government  was  unable 
to  put  down.  Gandhi  wrote  to  the  Viceroy  explaining  that  "the 
Satyagraha  campaign  constitutes  an  attempt  to  revolutionize 
politics  and  restore  moral  force  to  its  original  position."  He 
called  for  a  hartal  and  the  response  was  overwhelming. 
Gandhi  himself  observed  that  "The  whole  of  India  from  one 
end  to  the  other,  towns  as  well  as  villages  observed  a 
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complete  hartal  on  this  day."  The  Government  responded  by 
letting  lose  a  reign  of  terror  and  brutality;  and  some  atrocities 
so  ghastly  that  they  would  go  down  in  history  as  amongst  the 
worst  crimes  committed  by  man  on  man.  The  Jallianwalla 
Bagh  Massacre  was  one  of  them. 

Jallianwalla  Bagh 

On  10th  April  1918,  two  Indian  leaders,  Satya  Pal  and 
Dr.  Saifuddin  Kitchlew  were  deported  from  Amritsar.  This 
infuriated  the  people  who  began  to  agitate.  On  11th,  Amritsar 
was  handed  over  to  the  military  authorities.  Brigadier  Dyer 
took  charge  and  banned  all  demonstrations  and  threatened 
dire  consequences  if  the  proclamation  was  not  obeyed.  The 
people  were  provoked  by  these  threats  and  called  a  meeting 
at  Jallianwallah  Bagh  to  protest  against  it.  Dyer  considered 
this  meeting  as  a  challenge  to  his  authority  and  decided  to 
teach  them  a  lesson.  Jallianwalla  Bagh  is  a  small  park 
enclosed  on  three  sides  with  only  one  very  narrow  entrance. 
On  the  afternoon  of  13th  April,  a  large  crowd  had  gathered 
at  the  park  comprising  men,  women,  old  people  and  children. 
They  were  peacefully  listening  to  the  speeches  when  Dyer's 
armed  men  appeared  at  the  entrance  and  opened  fire  on  the 
helpless  people  who  were,  of  course,  completely  unarmed. 
They  ran  hither  and  thither  in  panic  trying  to  save  themselves 
or  their  children  but  as  you  know,  there  was  only  one 
entrance  and  that  was  blocked;  there  was  no  escape  for  the 
trapped  people.  The  soldiers  kept  firing  and  firing  till  all  their 
ammunition  was  finished.  They  went  away  leaving  heaps  of 
dead  bodies  all  over  the  place.  Many  bullets  got  embedded  in 
the  walls  and  can  be  seen  even  today — a  mute  witness  to  the 
savage  butchery. 

But  this  was  not  the  end.  When  the  shocked  people 
reacted  to  this  tragedy,  even  more  brutalities  were  showered 
on  them.  They  were  put  into  open  cages  and  flogged.  Around 
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this  time  in  Punjab,  an  English  woman  was  molested.  They 
couldn't  find  the  miscreants  but  took  the  revenge 
indiscriminately  by  making  Indians  crawl  on  their  stomach 
through  the  lane.  Other  humiliations  like  flogging  continued. 
Dyer  never  regretted  what  he  had  done.  In  fact,  he  was  proud 
of  the  lesson  he  had  taught  the  Indians.  What  is  most 
regrettable  is  the  fact  that  his  countrymen  instead  of  being 
horrified  by  his  act,  condoned  it.  Not  just  that;  they  made  a 
big  collection  of  money  and  presented  it  to  him  in  appreciation 
of  his  service!  Tagore  gave  up  his  knighthood  in  protest 
against  the  massacre.  That  was  a  grand  gesture  indeed. 

No  wonder  that  Gandhji  said,  "The  British  Empire  today 
represents  Satanism,  and  they  who  love  God,  can  afford  to 
have  no  love  for  Satan."  Yet  it  is  his  greatness  that  prevented 
Gandhi  from  nursing  any  bitterness  or  vindictive  feeling 
towards  the  English  community  as  such.  Mahatma  Gandhi 
said,  "I  cannot  and  will  not  hate  Englishmen,"  and  in  the  same 
breath  added,  "Nor  will  I  bear  their  yoke.  I  must  fight  unto 
death  the  unholy  attempt  to  impose  British  institutions  in 
India." 

Non-Cooperation  Movement 

Gandhi  was  deeply  hurt  by  the  Jallianwalla  Bagh  incident 
and  it  was  about  this  time  that  he  decided  to  launch  his  non¬ 
cooperation  movement,  "to  prevent  repetition  of  similar 
wrongs  in  future."  Gandhi  declared  that,  "Cooperation  in  any 
shape  or  form  with  this  Satanic  government  is  sin." 

Azad  :  What  exactly  does  non-cooperation  mean?  Is  it  the 
same  thing  as  a  strike? 

Masterji  :  No,  it  has  a  much  wider  scope  than  a  mere  strike. 
Non-cooperation  implied  surrender  of  titles  and  honorary 
offices,  resignation  from  nominated  seats  in  local  bodies, 
boycott  of  government  functions,  government  schools, 
establishment  of  national  schools  and  boycott  of  British  courts 
and  legislature.  There  was  emphasis  on  promotion  of  Swadeshi, 
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hand  spinning  and  weaving,  removal  of  untouchability  and 
collection  of  funds  to  carry  out  the  work  of  Swaraj.  The 
charkha  and  khaddar  became  the  symbols  of  nationalism. 
Eminent  Indians  began  to  resign  from  their  post.  Motilal 
Nehru  and  Chittaranjan  Das  gave  up  their  legal  profession, 
and  Subhas  Bose  resigned  from  the  Indian  Civil  Service. 

One  wonderful  thing  that  was  happening  at  this  time 
was  the  development  of  brotherly  feeling  and  cooperation 
between  the  Hindus  and  Muslims.  Many  Hindu  leaders  like 
Gandhi  and  Sarojini  Naidu  were  invited  to  speak  in  mosques. 
The  Muslims  wholeheartedly  participated  in  the  hartals  and 
satyagrahas.  And  it  was  Gandhi  who  presided  over  the  All 
India  Khilafat  Conference;  it  shows  how  much  the  Muslims 
trusted  him. 

The  Khilafat  Movement 

Azad  :  What  exactly  is  the  Khilafat  Movement? 

Master ji  :  Turkey  was  defeated  in  the  First  World  War  and 
the  mighty  Turkish  empire  was  broken  up.  Britain's  aggressive 
role  in  all  this  hurt  the  Muslim  sentiments.  The  Khilafat 
Movement  was  started  by  Muhammad  Ali  and  Shaukat  Ali  in 
1920  with  a  view  to  force  British  Government  to  change  its 
attitude  to  Turkey  and  restore  the  Turkish  Sultan  to  his 
former  position; 

Gandhi  was  very  sympathetic  towards  the  movement 
and  took  up  the  cause  of  the  Muslims.  "If  I  deem  the 
Mohammedan  to  be  my  brother,  it  is  my  duty  to  help  him  in 
this  hour  of  trial  to  the  best  of  my  ability."  Gandhi  also  felt 
this  was  a  good  opportunity  to  cement  the  Hindu  Muslim 
friendship. 

So  Gandhi  issued  his  famous  doctrine  of  non-violent, 
non-cooperation  for  organising  the  people  for  a  united  mass 
movement.  This  movement  was  also  adopted  by  the  central 
Khillafat  Committee  and  was  formally  started  in  August, 
1920.  It  is  sad  that  Tilak  who  had  promised  his  support  to 
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the  Movement  died  the  night  before,  and  Gandhi  mourned  his 
death  in  these  words.  "A  giant  among  men  had  fallen.  The 
roar  of  the  lion  is  hushed... he  will  go  down  to  the  generations 
yet  unborn  as  a  maker  of  Modern  India." 

The  non-cooperation  movement  started  on  1st  of  August; 
Gandhi  returned  to  the  Government  all  the  medals  with  which 
the  government  had  honoured  him.  It  was  the  sign  for  others 
to  renounce  all  honorary  titles  just  as  Tagore  had  earlier  done. 
This  was  followed  by  boycott  of  legislature;  and  the  people 
refused  to  vote  for  the  elections  to  the  legislature.  Students 
and  teachers  boycotted  the  English  education  system  by 
leaving  schools  and  colleges  in  hundreds.  New  institutions  for 
education  were  started  by  nationalists.  Jamia  Millia  of  Delhi 
and  Kashi  Vidya  Feeth  at  Benaras  were  some  of  them. 
Government  servants  and  lawyers  left  their  jobs  and  once 
again  foreign  goods  were  being  burnt.  There  were  strikes  all 
over  the  country. 

Azad  :  So  everything  came  to  a  standstill? 

Master ji  :  It  was  only  in  the  offices  and  other  Government 
institutions  that  things  came  to  a  stop.  Outside  it  was  just  the 
opposite — there  was  tremendous  activity.  It  was  as  if  all  the 
energy  had  shifted  from  inside  the  offices  to  the  outside.  No 
one  was  idle;  everyone  was  doing  something. 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji,  what  were  you  doing  those  days? 

Master  ji  :  I  was  just  a  little  boy  but  I  remember  those  days 
vividly.  My  brother  who  was  an  artist,  was  given  the  job  of 
making  posters.  He  made  some  fantastic  posters  showing 
Englishmen  beating  up  Indians  and  humiliating  them  in  many 
ways.  It  was  very  inspiring  everyone  contributing  in  some 
way;  people  writing  slogans,  articles,  giving  speeches, 
organising  meetings,  singing  national  songs.  Huge  community 
kitchens  were  opened  to  provide  food  for  the  workers, 
community  hospitals  were  opened  where  doctors  came  and 
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treated  those  who  had  been  injured  by  police  lathi-charge. 
Imagine  living  in  a  time  when  every  morning  the  family  leaves 
home  and  the  mother  wonders  how  many  of  them  will  return 
safe  and  sound.  We  were  living  in  a  huge  joint  family  then  and 
every  night  when  one  or  more  members  did  not  return  we 
assumed  that  the  person  had  either  been  injured,  killed  or 
taken  to  prison.  We  always  hoped  that  it  would  be  the  last. 
But  nothing  deterred  us,  the  firing,  the  lathi-charge,  the 
torture  or  the  prison.  In  the  year  1920  alone,  30,000  people 
were  in  jail.  It  egged  us  on  more  if  anything.  We  were  all 
inspired  by  the  same  sentiment  as  Nehru  was — there  could  be 
no  greater  fortune  for  us  than  to  give  our  life  in  the  service 
of  our  country. 

Azad  :  Masterji,  with  30,000  revolutionaries  in  jail,  who  was 
running  the  show? 

Masterji  :  Most  of  the  leaders  were  in  prison  but  Gandhi  had 
still  not  been  arrested  and  he  kept  things  going.  Hakim  Ajmal 
Khan  presided  over  the  1921  session  of  the  Congress  and  it 
was  decided  that  the  movement  should  continue.  A  new 
element  had  been  added  now  to  the  Non-cooperation — 
people  were  asked  not  to  pay  their  taxes.  It  is  a  symbolic  act 
really.  When  you  refuse  to  pay  tax  to  a  government,  you  are 
implying  that  you  do  not  recognize  that  government;  that  it 
is  an  alien  body  and  it  has  no  right  to  tax  you. 

Jay  anti  :  Won't  you  be  punished  or  beaten  up,  if  you  don't 
pay  the  taxes? 

Masterji  :  Yes,  they  had  to  be  prepared  for  a  harsh 
punishment  before  taking  such  a  step  and  a  lot  of  self- 
discipline  and  moral  courage.  Gandhi  had  hoped  that  people 
would  be  able  to  do  it.  But  sometime  the  provocation 
becomes  too  much  or  the  oppressed  people  are  not  strong 
enough.  It  happened  in  Chauri  Chaura  in  U.P.  when  the 
people  got  infuriated  by  police  violence  and  retaliated  with 
violence.  In  their  anger  they  attacked  a  police  station  and  set 
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fire  to  it,  killing  some  policemen.  Gandhi  was  arrested  and 
tried,  and  sentenced  to  6  years  simple  imprisonment.  He 
called  off  the  Non-cooperation  movement  after  this.  Gandhi 
admitted  that  the  country  was  not  yet  ready  for  mass  civil 
disobedience  movement.  At  this  time  Turkey  was  transformed 
into  a  secular  republican  state  under  Kemal  Ataturk.  So  the 
Khilafat  movement  came  to  an  end. 

But  the  non-cooperation  movement  had  not  been  in 
vain.  It  had  succeeded  in  ending  the  feeling  of  helplessness  of 
the  masses,  brought  all  the  different  classes  into  close  contact, 
raised  national  dignity  and  taught  the  people  the  value  of 
mass  organisation,  discipline  and  self-sacrifice.  They  also 
realised  that  only  Congress  could  guide  the  national  effort  to 
gain  freedom. 

With  this  another  phase  of  the  national  struggle  came  to 
an  end  for  some  years.  Gandhi  concentrated  all  his  energy  on 
upliftment  of  the  people,  educating  them  and  performing  a 
large  number  of  social  services.  Gandhi  was  quite  convinced 
that  unless  there  was  a  change  in  the  lowest  rung  of  society 
there  could  be  no  real  progress,  and  he  began  to  work  for  the 
improvement  of  the  most  degraded  people  of  the  Indian 
society — the  untouchables  or  Harijans  or  the  God's  people  as 
he  named  them. 

Individual  Heroism 

Azad  :  Does  that  mean  that  there  was  nothing  happening  on 
the  political  scene  at  this  time? 

Master ji  :  There  was  hardly  any  time  when  absolutely 
nothing  happened.  Only  the  Congress  was  lying  low;  as  if 
gathering  strength  before  the  final  round.  And,  if  the  Congress 
was  quiet,  that  meant  the  public  was  quiet  as  well — waiting  to 
spring  into  action  at  the  slightest  indication  from  their  leaders. 
This  was  the  time  for  individual  heroism  again.  Once  more 
the  extremists  with  their  incomparable  courage,  patriotism, 
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desire  for  swift  results  and  their  tremendous  capacity  to 
sacrifice,  shot  through  the  national  firmament.  They  were  all 
crushed  sooner  or  later.  Some  lost  their  lives  in  the  hands  of 
the  police;  just  as  Lala  Lajpat  Rai  had  lost  his  life  after  he  was 
hit  by  police  lathis.  Some  like  Ashfaquallah  and  Ram  Prasad 
Bismil  were  hanged.  Many  died  in  prison  from  police  brutality. 
The  revolutionary  Jatin  Das  died  after  he  went  on  a  63-day 
hunger  strike. 

Courting  Death  for  A  Cause 

Whatever  their  end,  these  revolutionaries  were  able  to 
create  terror  in  the  hearts  of  the  British  Government  and 
inspire  the  people.  Chandra  Shakhar  Azad  organised  a  group 
to  carry  out  revolutionary  activities.  There  were  other 
revolutionaries  too  like  Sukh  Dev,  Rajguru  and  Batukeshwar 
Dutt,  who  committed  some  daring  acts.  They  assassinated  the 
hated  Superintendent  of  Police  of  Lahore;  and  two  of  them 
Bhagat  Singh  and  Dutt  went  to  a  meeting  of  the  Central 
Legislative  Assembly  and  hurled  a  bomb  in  the  House — at  a 
point  where  no  one  was  sitting.  Their  intention  was  not  a  kill 
anyone,  only  to  register  a  protest.  They  did  not  even  try  to 
escape  after  throwing  the  bombs — they  just  stood  there 
shouting,  "long  live  revolution".  They,  along  with  many  of 
their  other  members,  were  arrested  and  deported.  Bhagat 
Singh,  Rajguru  and  Sukhdev  were  sentenced  to  death.  Chandra 
Shekhar  Azad  was  shot  in  an  encounter.  In  Bengal,  a  young 
revolutionary  called  Ananta  Singh  made  a  daring  attack  on  a 
government  armory.  The  story  of  these  intrepid  people  will 
not  be  complete  till  I  tell  you  about  the  heroic  woman  Pritilata 
Weddar  who  made  a  daring  raid  at  the  Railway  Institute  in 
Chittagong.  In  the  end,  she  killed  herself  to  evade  arrest. 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji,  they  were  such  brave  people;  why  didn't 
they  join  the  other  leaders  or  the  Congress?  With  their 
support,  the  chances  of  extremists  succeeding  would  have 
been  much  higher. 
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Azad  :  Yes,  why  didn't  they  do  that?  After  all  their  aim  was 
the  same — that  is  to  overthrow  the  foreign  government. 

Masterji  :  No  doubt  the  aim  was  the  same  but  the  means  of 
achieving  them  was  so  different  that  they  would  never  have 
been  able  to  get  along — the  plans  and  programmes  of  the 
extremists  were  absolutely  opposite  to  those  of  the  Congress. 
Bhagat  Singh  and  Dutt  were  "inspired  by  the  ideals  which 
guided  Guru  Govind  Singh  and  Shivaji,  Kemal  Ataturk, 
George  Washington  and  Garibaldi,  Lafayette  and  Lenin."  In 
their  own  words.  "Elimination  of  force  at  all  costs  is  Utopian." 

Some  New  Parties 

Masterji  :  Let  me  tell  you  a  little  of  what  was  happening  on 
the  political  front  during  the  quiet  period.  After  the  non¬ 
cooperation  movement  was  suspended  and  Gandhi  went  to 
jail,  Chittaranjan  Das  and  Motilal  Nehru  thought  of  contesting 
the  election  to  the  Legislative  Councils.  This  was  the  only  way 
they  could  have  some  hold  on  the  policies  of  the  government. 
They  may  not  get  the  power  to  introduce  bills  but  at  least 
they  could  "wreck  the  reforms  from  within  by  "uniform, 
consistent  and  continuous  obstruction."  So  they  met  with  the 
opposition  of  some  of  the  other  members.  There  were  two 
groups  in  the  Congress  now — the  Pro-changers  and  the  No — 
changers.  The  Pro-Changers  moved  out  and  formed  a  new 
party,  the  Swarajya  Party  to  contest  election  to  the  Council. 
Luckily  a  split  was  averted  and  Swarajya  Party  began  to 
function  as  an  integral  part  of  the  Congress.  The  Swarajya 
Party  succeeded  in  bringing  an  aggressive  element  in  the 
Council.  A  few  other  political  parties  were  formed  at  this 
time.  Amongst  them  were  Hindu  Maha  Sabha  and  the 
Communist  Party. 
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Simon  Commission 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji,  after  1922,  what  was  the  next  incident 
that  aroused  the  people  ? 

Masterji  :  I  can  see,  you  want  more  action  now.  Well,  you 
won’t  be  disappointed.  The  first  ripple  on  the  quiet  atmosphere 
came  in  1927  when  the  British  Government  appointed  a 
Commission  to  see  how  the  reforms  under  the  Act  of  1919 
were  working  and  also  to  suggest  if  further  reforms  were 
necessary.  Unfortunately,  all  the  seven  members  of  the 
commission  were  British;  so  it  was  boycotted  when  it  arrived 
in  1928,  by  the  Congress  as  well  as  a  section  of  the  Muslim 
Community.  The  Commission  was  called  the  Simon 
Commission  after  the  name  of  its  Chairman.  It  was  boycotted 
not  only  because  it  included  no  Indians  but  also  because  it 
presumed  to  enquire  into  the  fitness  of  the  Indians  to  govern 
themselves.  The  Commission  met  with  black  flags  and  angry 
demonstrations.  This  provoked  violent  measures  and  savage 
repression  by  the  police.  Many  people  including  Govind 
Ballabh  Pant,  Nehru  and  Lala  Lajpat  Rai  were  seriously 
injured.  Lala  Lajpat  Rai  succumbed  to  the  injuries  and  died. 
So  we  see  that  “an  intended  cry  of  goodwill  became  a  rallying 
cry  of  freedom.” 
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One  positive  result  was  that  it  provided  the  incentive  for 
an  all-parties  conference  which  met  in  Lucknow  in  August 
1928.  The  aim  was  to  produce  a  draft  constitution  for  India. 
This  was  a  reply  to  the  Secretary  of  State,  Lord  Birkenheads  s 
challenge,  “to  produce  a  constitution  which  carries  a  fair 
measure  of  general  agreement,”  among  the  Indian  people.  So 
a  Committee  with  Motilal  Nehru  at  its  head,  prepared  a  draft 
constitution— this  became  known  as  the  Nehru  Report  or  the 
Nehru  Constitution.  The  attainment  of  Dominion  Status  was 
its  immediate  goal.  It  was  against  separate  electorate  or 
“weightage”  but  the  question  of  Muslim  security  was  taken 
care  of  by  making  provision  for  provincial  autonomy.  The 
report  was  rejected  by  Jinnah  who  headed  the  Muslim 
conference  in  January  1929  and  demanded  a  separate 
electorate  and  weightage. 

So  the  communal  angle  destroyed  all  chances  of  united 
action.  The  Congress  was  in  a  fix.  Earlier,  in  the  1927  session 
of  the  Congress  in  Madras,  it  had  declared  complete 
independence  as  its  goal.  Now  Congress  modified  its  stand 
and  in  the  Calcutta  Session  in  1928,  it  agreed  to  accept 
Dominion  Status — but  only  if  it  was  granted  by  the  British 
Government  within  a  year.  Failing  that,  Congress  would  revert 
to  its  goal  of  Independence  and  “will  organise  a  campaign  of 
non-violence  and  non-cooperation.” 

Azad  :  These  almost  sound  like  Gandhi’s  words. 

Master ji  :  That  was  a  very  good  guess.  Because  the  brain 
behind  this  skilful  compromise  was  indeed  Gandhi. 

Jay  anti  :  The  years  you  are  talking  about,  1928  and  1929, 
seem  to  be  exciting  years. 

Masterji  :  There  is  no  doubt  about  that.  All  the  ingredients 
were  in  the  pot,  the  fire  had  been  lighted  and  things  had 
begun  to  warm  up. 
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The  years  1928,  1929 

Master ji  :  You  know  what  Nehru  said  about  the  year  1928? 
To  him  India  in  1928  “seemed  fresh,  active  and  full  of 
suppressed  energy.  Everywhere  there  was  evidence  of  this; 
among  the  industrial  workers,  the  peasantry,  middle  class 
youth,  and  the  intelligentsia  generally.”  The  peasants  were 
becoming  restless  and  we  were  filled  with  admiration  when  we 
read  of  the  heroic  struggle  of  the  peasants  of  Bardoli.  With 
Sardar  Patel  leading  them,  they  put  up  a  brave  fight  when  the 
Government  attempted  to  increase  revenue.  At  that  time,  the 
Trade  Union  Movement  and  the  Youth  Movements  were 
gaining  in  strength.  But  the  most  important  happening  of  that 
year  was  of  course  the  All  Parties  Conference  I  just  told  you 
about. 

Those  Were  The  Days 

The  annual  session  of  the  Congress  of  December  1929 
was  held  in  Lahore.  It  was  presided  over  by  Jawahar  Lai 
Nehru,  which  showed  that  the  left  wing  of  the  Congress  was 
gaining  in  strength.  I  still  remember  how  avidly  people  were 
following  the  progress  of  this  meeting.  The  reason  for  the 
special  interest  shown  in  this  particular  session  was  that  the 
one  year-time  that  had  been  given  to  the  Government  at  the 
Calcutta  Session  had  expired  -  Dominion  Status  had  not  been 
granted.  In  protest  the  Congress  decided  not  to  participate  in 
the  Round  Table  Conference  which  was  being  scheduled. 
Another  thing  was  that  the  Working  Committee  was  authorised 
to  launch  the  Civil  Disobedience  programme.  This  was  the 
sign  for  which  all  young  people  had  been  waiting.  But  the 
event  that  really  sent  current  of  excitement  coursing  through 
our  veins  was  the  unfurling  of  the  flag  of  independence.  Let 
me  first  give  you  the  background.  Gandhi  had  so  far  not  been 
very  enthusiastic  about  the  demand  of  complete  independence 
but  he  gave  his  blessings  to  the  Lahore  Session  of  the 
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Congress.  So  on  December  21,  1929  a  crowd  gathered  at 
the  bank  of  the  River  Ravi  braving  the  chilly  wind  of  the  mid¬ 
night  hour  to  see  Nehru  hoist  the  tri-colour  flag  of  India. 

1930:  Purna  Swaraj 

Master ji  :  The  flag  of  India  was  hoisted  again  in  the  early 
hours  of  the  first  of  January,  1930  but  the  red  letter  day  was 
26th  January,  1930.  Congress  planned  to  observe  this  day  as 
the  Purna  Swaraj  day.  It  was  also  decided  as  Independence 
Day,  all  over  the  country  every  year.  Our  hearts  filled  with 
tremendous  joy  that  first  Independence  Day  as  people  all  over 
the  country  took  a  pledge  of  Independence.  We  swore  not  to 
submit  ourselves  to  the  slavery  of  British  rule  any  longer. 
Many  members  resigned  from  the  legislature  and  once  more 
the  atmosphere  in  the  country  became  the  same  as  it  used  to 
be  before  the  first  Non-cooperation  movement.  In  other 
words,  the  atmosphere  was  absolutely  charged.  Verrier  Elwin, 
a  renowned  anthropologist,  who  was  visiting  India  at  that  time 
was  able  to  feel  the  real  pulse  of  the  people.  He  wrote  “At 
this  time  the  national  movement  of  India  had  risen  to  a  pitch 
of  sincerity  and  devotion  that  had  rarely  been  equalled  in  the 
political  upheaval  of  the  world.” 

Those  were  the  days  of  terrible  suspense  as  we  waited 
for  Gandhi  to  take  up  the  leadership  once  more.  We  were 
rearing  to  go,  but  someone  had  to  tell  us  which  direction  to 
move  in — and  the  only  person  who  could  guide  us  now  was 
Gandhi. 

The  Dandi  March 

Immediately  after  the  observance  of  the  Independence 
Day,  Gandhi  launched  his  historic  Civil  disobedience  Movement 
with  his  famous  march  to  Dandi.  In  those  days  only  the 
Government  had  the  monopoly  of  making  salt  which  meant 
that  it  was  an  offence  for  individuals  to  make  salt.  This  was 
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very  unfair  to  the  poor  people  because  salt  is  an  abundant  gift 
of  nature,  lying  by  the  sea  side  just  for  the  taking — but  if  the 
poor  man  did  take  it,  he  would  be  punished.  So,  Gandhi  set 
off  to  violate  the  unfair  law.  On  12th  March  1930,  Gandhi 
left  Ahmedabad  on  foot  for  the  village  of  Dandi  on  the  sea- 
coast.  On  the  fifth  of  April,  he  reached  Dandi  and  defied  the 
salt  law  by  making  salt. 

Gandhi’s  violation  of  the  salt  law  was  followed  by 
countrywide  civil  disobedience.  That  meant  that  once  more 
the  people  were  violating  laws,  not  paying  taxes,  boycotting 
foreign  goods  and  cloth.  Strikes  and  demonstrations  gripped 
the  country  and  for  the  first  time  thousands  of  women  came 
out  to  offer  civil  disobedience.  Verrier  Elwin  writes  that 
nothing  had  disturbed  the  then  Home  Secretary  more  than 
“the  great  awakening  among  Indian  women  and  the  part  that 
they  had  begun  to  play  in  politics.”  And  once  more,  the 
Government  took  to  repression  to  suppress  the  movement. 
This  time,  all  the  important  leaders  including  Gandhi  and 
Nehru  were  arrested.  Altogether,  about  90,000  people  were 
arrested  in  a  year. 

The  movement  reached  as  far  as  the  Frontier  province 
where  Abdul  Gaffar  Khan,  popularly  known  as  Frontier 
Gandhi,  started  an  organisation  of  Fathan  warriors.  He  called 
them  Khudai  Khidmatgars. 

Second  Round  Table  Conference 

You  already  know  that  the  Congress  leaders  refused  to 
participate  in  the  first  Round  Table  Conference  that  was  held 
in  London.  In  1931,  Lord  Irwin  did  his  best  to  persuade  the 
Congress  to  join  the  Second  Round  table  Conference  to  be 
held  in  September  1931.  Gandhi  was  chosen  to  represent  the 
Congress  at  the  Conference.  But  before  that,  according  to 
Gandhi’s  demand,  the  Viceroy,  that  is  Irwin,  agreed  to  release 
all  political  prisoners  except  those  who  had  been  charged  with 
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violence.  Gandhi,  in  turn,  would  ask  Congress  to  suspend  the 
Civil  Disobedience  Movement.  This  agreement  is  known  as 
the  Gandhi-Irwin  pact.  Though  many  leaders  were  not  happy 
about  the  suspension  of  the  Civil  Disobedience  Movement,  it 
could  not  be  denied  that  the  pact  was  a  triumph  for  the 
Congress,  because  the  Government  had  obviously  realised 
that  India’s  future  could  never  be  decided  without  Congress 
cooperation.  And  the  really  big  thing  was  that  this  was  the 
first  time  the  Viceroy  had  “talked  man  to  man  to  an  Indian 
leader,  without  pomp,  reservation  and  unreality.” 

So  Gandhi  went  to  attend  the  Second  Round  Table 
Conference  which  met  in  London  in  1931.  He  attended  as 
the  representative  of  the  Congress.  And  do  you  know  who 
was  the  other  Indian  who  attended  this  Conference?  It  was 
Sarojini  Naidu.  She  had  been  invited  to  the  Conference  to 
represent  Indian  womanhood.  Gandhi  spoke  very  forcefully  at 
the  Conference,  trying  to  get  across  the  fact  that  the  Congress 
was  not  a  mere  political  body.  It  was  a  national  organisation 
and  reflected  the  national  aspirations.  It  represented  all 
classes  and  sections  of  the  people.  But  the  Round  Table 
Conference  was  a  failure  as  no  agreement  could  be  reached. 
Gandhi  returned  to  India  and  renewed  the  Civil  Disobedience 
Movement.  Police  repression  started  again;  in  fact  it  had 
never  stopped.  Now  they  became  even  more  brutal.  There 
was  more  firing,  more  lathi-charges,  more  injured  and  more 
dead.  That  year,  1,20,000  people  were  sent  to  jail. 

A  cloud  of  depression  had  settled  over  the  leaders.  In 
fact,  the  atmosphere  had  begun  to  darken  about  the  time 
when  the  Congress  at  Karachi  was  convened  on  March  29, 
1931  to  approve  the  Gandhi-Irwin  pact.  Nehru  and  other 
leaders  had  already  begun  to  have  misgivings  about  the 
sincerity  of  the  British  intentions.  The  execution  of  Bhagat 
Singh,  Rajguru  and  Sukhdev  made  matters  worse.  What 
Nehru  wrote  at  the  time  reflects  the  general  state  of  mind. 
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“So  I  lay  and  pondered  on  that  March  night,  and  in  my  heart 
there  was  a  great  emptiness  as  of  something  precious  gone, 
almost  beyond  recall.  This  is  the  way  the  world  ends,  not  with 
a  bang  but  whimper.” 

Azad  :  Masterji,  when  the  police  committed  all  those  brutalities 
didn’t  the  people  in  the  West  protest? 

Masterji  :  Many  right  thinking  people  were  coming  to  know 
about  the  police  repressions  and  speaking  out  against  it. 
People  like  Bertrand  Russell  said  that,  “There  has  been  no 
lack  of  interest  in  the  misdeeds  of  the  Nazis  in  Germany  .  .  . 
Few  people  in  England  realise  that  misdeeds  quite  as  serious 
are  being  perpetrated  by  the  British  in  India.”  Anyway,  you 
will  see  that  the  Congress  does  begin  to  take  some  positive 
action  and  in  1934  Congress  passed  a  resolution  demanding 
that  a  constituent  assembly,  elected  by  the  people  on  the  basis 
of  adult  franchise  be  convened.  It  declared  that  only  such  an 
assembly  could  frame  a  constitution  for  India. 

Jayanti  :  Good  for  them;  what  they  were  actually  saying  is 
that  after  all  only  the  people  have  a  right  to  decide  what  form 
of  government  they  wish  to  have. 

1932 

Masterji  :  Now  let  us  come  back  to  the  year  1932.  That  as 
I  was  telling  you  was  the  year  when  Gandhi  returned 
disappointed  from  the  Second  Round  Table  Conference  and 
resumed  the  Civil  Disobedience  on  4th  January.  Every  Congress 
organisation  or  their  branches  were  banned  and  the  police 
swooped  down  and  arrested  most  members  whether  there 
was  any  charge  against  them  or  not;  this  was  part  of  the 
Secretary  of  State’s  policy.  “We  are  determined  to  take  every 
action  in  our  power  to  suppress  this  challenge  to  our  authority.” 
By  putting  most  of  the  Congress  members  behind  the  bars 
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they  had  effectively  banned  what  they  themselves  called,  “the 
only  active  political  organisation  of  the  country.” 

On  the  10th  August,  1932  the  British  Prime  Minister 
Ramsay  Macdonald,  announced  the  Communal  Award.  This 
was  the  Award  which  he  had  promised  during  the  Second 
Conference.  It  was  based  on  the  theory  that  India  was  not  a 
nation  but  a  conglomeration  of  different  races,  religious  and 
cultural  groups.  The  Communal  Award  provided  for  separate 
electorates  for  Muslim,  European  and  Sikh  voters;  reservation 
of  seats  for  women  and  separate  electorate  for  depressed 
classes.  This  scheme  encouraged  the  Muslims  as  well  as  other 
groups  to  regard  their  own  interest  as  separate  from  the 
general  interest  of  the  Indians.  Nothing  could  be  more 
harmful  to  the  unity  of  this  country.  According  to  this  plan, 
the  Government  programmes  would  now  be  based  on  the 
basis  of  religion  and  communal  interest.  Gandhi  who  was  in 
the  Yervada  prison  began  a  fast  unto  death  as  a  protest, 
particularly  against  a  separate  electorate  for  untouchables. 
The  result  of  this  was  another  pact  called  the  Poona  Pact 
amending  the  Award. 

While  all  this  drama  was  going  on  in  India,  the  Third 
Round  Table  Conference  was  announced  in  London  in  1932. 
It  was  just  a  sham,  and  nothing  at  all  like  the  old  Conferences. 
The  Indian  States  showed  no  interest  in  it,  the  princes  kept 
away  from  it  and  Jinnah  was  not  even  invited. 

After  the  Round  Table  Conference,  the  Government 
published  the  White  Paper  giving  a  complete  outline  for  the 
reform  of  the  constitution.  The  White  Paper  was  examined  by 
a  Joint  Committee  of  both  the  Houses  of  the  Parliament  of 
Britain  presided  over  by  Lord  Linlithgow,  the  future  Viceroy. 
The  committee  approved  of  the  proposals  of  the  White  Paper 
after  some  modifications  and  presented  its  report.  A  Bill 
known  as  the  Government  of  India  Bill  was  prepared  on  the 
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report  of  this  Committee.  It  was  then  introduced  in  the 
Parliament  and  became  an  Act  on  2nd  August,  1935. 

The  Act :  Keynote  was  Mistrust 

Master ji  :  According  to  the  1935  Act,  India  was  to  become 
a  federation,  it  would  include  all  the  Indian  States.  The  states 
were  to  send  representatives  to  the  two  Houses  of  the  Central 
Legislature.  It  introduced  provincial  autonomy;  according  to  it 
the  Ministers  of  the  Provincial  Governments  were  responsible 
to  the  Legislature.  The  powers  of  the  legislature  was  increased 
but  certain  important  department  like  Foreign  Affairs  and 
Defence  were  excluded  from  the  control  of  the  Indian 
Legislative.  The  appointment  of  the  Governors  and  the 
Governor-General  remained  in  the  hands  of  the  British 
Government  and  they  were  not  responsible  to  the  legislature. 
The  right  to  vote  was  also  limited  to  about  14  per  cent.  So 
the  constitutional  status  of  India,  even  under  the  new  Act  was 
that  of  a  dependency  and  the  phrase  Dominion  Status  was 
not  even  mentioned.  Attlee,  the  leader  of  the  Labour  Party, 
declared  that  “no  legislation  for  the  better  government  of 
India  will  be  satisfactory  which  does  not  secure  the  goodwill 
and  cooperation  of  the  Indian  people  by  recognising  explicitly 
India’s  right  to  Dominion  Status  and  by  providing  within  it  the 
means  of  its  attainment.”  He  was  very  critical  indeed  of  the 
Bill  and  said  that  it  did  not  recognise  the  rights  of  the  Indians 
“the  keynote  of  the  Bill  is  mistrust....  India  is  not  to  have 
control  of  her  foreign  affairs  and  her  finances.  Indians  in  the 
Provinces  are  not  fit  to  deal  with  terrorism....  In  fact  one  thing 
which  seems  to  be  left  out  of  the  Bill  are  the  Indian  people.” 
Attlee  felt  that  India  would  have  hardly  anything  left  to  do  but 
play  “second  fiddle.”  In  1936  at  the  Lucknow  Session  which 
was  presided  over  by  Nehru,  the  Congress  rejected  the  Act  of 
1935.  But  it  decided  to  participate  in  the  elections  that  would 
be  held  in  1937.  This  Congress  session  was  according  to  a 
historian,  “a  landmark  in  the  evolution  of  socialistic  ideas  and 
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programmes  of  the  Congress.”  The  dominant  note  of  the 
session  was — socialism.  There  were  some  very  rousing  speeches 
upholding  the  rights  of  the  peasants  and  workers  on  one  side 
and  strongly  denouncing  the  “forces  of  Imperialism  and 
Fascism  on  the  other.” 

In  the  elections  held  in  1937,  Congress  swept  the  polls 
and  formed  its  Ministries  in  seven  out  of  eleven  provinces.  In 
two  provinces  it  formed  governments  with  the  help  of  other 
parties.  Muslim  league  obtained  a  large  number  of  seats 
reserved  for  the  Muslims  but  not  all  of  them. 

Azad  :  But  after  the  Congress  formed  the  Ministries,  were 
they  able  to  bring  about  any  changes? 

Masterji :  They  were  able  to  lift  the  long  imposed  ban  on  the 
newspapers  and  have  political  prisoners  released.  They 
worked  for  the  upliftment  of  peasants  too  but  were  unable  to 
bring  about  any  major  changes  as  their  power  was  limited. 

World  War  II :  Sympathising  with  Britain 

Masterji  :  Things  were  looking  up  a  bit,  and  the  Congress 
was  picking  up  the  ropes  in  provincial  administration.  There 
was  an  air  of  optimism  and  it  was  being  hoped  that  before 
long  the  Federal  Union  would  be  established  and  there  would 
be  a  transfer  of  responsibility  at  the  Centre.  But  these  hopes 
were  shattered  with  arrival  of  one  of  the  most  dreaded  events 
of  history,  the  Second  World  War.  Now  began  a  period  of 
uncertainty. 

The  attitude  of  India  towards  Britain  at  this  time  was 
rather  mixed.  Gandhi  said  that  India  desired  no  harm  to  the 
people  of  Britain  but  at  the  same  time  Nehru  had  made  it 
quite  clear  that  “India  would  not  be  a  passive  tool  of 
imperialist  aggression.”  Congress  had  made  it  quite  clear  that 
India  would  not  tolerate  the  exploitation  of  India’s  manpower 
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and  resources  for  imperialist  purposes.  Yet  Gandhi  and  Nehru’s 
sympathies  were  with  Britain.  Britain’s  struggle  was  the 
struggle  of  democracy  against  Fascism.  As  Gandhi  put  it,  he 
sympathised  with  “England  and  France  from  purely 
humanitarian  standpoint .  ’  ’ 

Subhash  Bose  or  Netaji  as  he  was  called,  was  absolutely 
against  cooperation  with  the  British  at  this  time  because  he 
felt  that  “only  after  the  defeat  and  break  up  of  the  British 
Empire  could  India  hope  to  be  free.”  The  World  War  II  to  him 
was  God-sent;  a  rare  opportunity  to  achieve  freedom.  But 
Gandhi  remained  firm  on  what  he  believed,  “We  do  not  seek 
independence  out  of  Britain’s  ruin,”  he  said.  However,  the 
earlier  demand  for  complete  independence  was  not  modified. 
The  working  committee  of  the  Congress  demanded  to  know 
clearly  the  Government’s  war  aims  and  especially  proposals 
about  India’s  future.  But  this  was  taken  in  the  wrong  spirit  and 
the  Government  decided  not  to  enter  into  any  “bargain  with 
the  Congress.”  And  what  the  Secretary  of  State  said  came  as 
a  shock  to  everyone;  “The  demands  of  the  Congress  are 
incapable  of  fulfillment,”  he  said.  “It  would  be  impossible  to 
give  any  pledge  of  Dominion  Status  within  a  specified  time, 
and  even  if  it  were  possible,  one  result  would  be  obviously  to 
forfeit  all  Muslim  support. 

It  is  funny  indeed  that  here  was  Britain  fighting  for  the 
cause  of  democracy  declaring  that  her  aim  was  to  preserve 
democracy  at  any  cost  but  yet  refusing  to  give  India  a 
democratic  responsible  government.  “My  own  fear  is  that 
democracy  is  being  wrecked”  said  Gandhi.  The  British  were 
now  harping  more  and  more  on  communal  disharmony  and 
the  question  of  minorities  right  as  an  excuse  not  to  grant 
freedom.  The  British  Government  declared  that  it  “could  not 
contemplate  the  transfer  of  their  present  responsibilities  for 
the  peace  and  welfare  of  India  to  any  system  of  Government 
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whose  authority  is  directly  denied  by  a  large  and  powerful 
elements  in  India’s  life.” 

The  British  Government  offered  to  set  up  a  representative 
body  to  formulate  a  new  constitution  for  India.  Also  to 
enlarge  the  Viceroy’s  executive  council  with  additional  Indian 
members  and  to  appoint  a  War  Advisory  Council  with 
representatives  of  British  India  and  Indian  States. 

But  this  was  rejected  by  the  Congress.  It  was  aiming  for 
the  cake — the  crumbs  could  no  longer  satisfy  it. 

The  situation  now  was  that  “the  country  wanted  freedom 
before  victory,  the  Government  victory  before  freedom.” 

Individual  Satyagraha 

In  October  1940,  Congress  started  a  new  campaign,  or 
rather  the  old  campaign  with  a  new  twist;  this  was  the 
‘Individual  Civil  Disobedience  Campaign’  and  the  first  person 
specially  selected  by  Gandhi  to  offer  Individual  Satyagraha  was 
Acharya  Vinoba  Bhave.  He  began  his  Civil  disobedience  with 
a  speech  protesting  against  the  fact  that  Indians  were  being 
dragged  against  their  wishes  into  a  war  that  they  did  not  want 
to  fight  in.  In  the  beginning  only  a  few  people  were  chosen 
to  offer  satyagraha  starting  with  Bhave  and  Nehru;  by  and  by 
more  and  more  members  from  the  Congress  working 
committee  and  provincial  legislatures  joined  in  and  offered  to 
be  arrested.  Soon  they  were  being  jailed  in  thousands.  Even 
Tagore  wrote  in  protest  saying  that,  “It  is  no  longer  possible 
for  me  to  retain  my  respect  for  that  mockery  of  civilization 
which  believes  in  ruling  by  force  and  has  no  faith  in  freedom 
at  all.” 

Warring  Brothers 

M asterji  :  I  have  already  told  you  how  Muslims  were  being 
encouraged  to  think  of  themselves  as  separate  from  other 
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Indians  with  separate  needs  and  aspirations.  You  also  know 
how  this  as  well  as  other  factors  kept  them  away  from  the 
mainstream  of  national  struggle.  But  after  that  for  some  time 
with  the  encouragement  of  enlightened  leaders,  the  Muslims 
joined  in  the  freedom  struggle  with  great  enthusiasm.  But 
there  was  a  setback  to  the  Hindu-Muslim  cooperation  again 
after  the  Khilafat  movement  came  to  an  end  and  the  gap 
between  the  two  communities  widened  and  the  flames  of 
distrust  began  to  rise  higher,  being  constantly  fanned  by 
interested  parties  who  wished  to  gain  out  of  the  situation. 
Communal  riots  began  to  raise  their  ugly  head  in  different 
parts  of  the  country  breaking  the  tender  chains  that  had 
bound  the  Hindus  and  Muslims  together  generation  after 
generation  To  some  people  now  it  appeared  that  one  country 
was  small  for  two  warring  brothers  to  live  in  amicably.  It  had 
to  be  broken  up  to  accommodate  both  ! 

Azad  :  But  they  had  lived  together  for  centuries.  Even 
brothers  fight;  that  does  not  mean  that  they  have  to  separate. 

Master ji  :  Many  leader  felt  that  way  and  tried  their  best  to 
stop  it.  But  one  can’t  always  control  events.  Had  this  idea 
been  a  magic  tree  which  had  grown  in  one  day  it  could  have 
been  easily  chopped  down  but  the  seed  had  been  sown  long 
ago  and  the  roots  had  grown  deep,  and  everything  that 
happened  after  this  became  inevitable.  So  it  came  about  that 
the  League  proclaimed  that  partition  of  India  was  the  only 
solution.  They  were  willing  to  cooperate  only  if  the  Congress 
was  willing  to  accept  the  ‘two-nation  theory.’ 

Partition  :  The  Only  Solution 

Jayanti  :  But  who  thought  of  the  ‘two-nation’  theory  for  the 
first  time? 

Masterji  :  The  poet  Muhammad  Iqbal  was  the  first  person  to 
voice  the  idea  of  “Muslim  demand  for  the  creation  of  a 
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Muslim  India  within  India.”  Later  this  idea  was  again  broached 
by  a  group  of  Muslim  students  in  England  during  the  Round 
Table  Conference.  Do  you  know  how  they  hit  upon  the  name 
Pakistan?  Actually  the  first  time  they  hit  upon  the  name  they 
picked  up  alphabets  from  five  states  to  create  the  name; 
P  from  Punjab,  A  from  Afghan  province  or  North  West 
Frontier  Province,  K  from  Kashmir,  S  from  Sindh,  and  TAN 
from  Baluchistan.  Pakistan  meant  the  sacred  land.  But  at  that 
time  no  one  took  this  seriously.  It  was  called  just  a  “student’s 
scheme”  which  was  impracticable.  It  was  with  Jinnah  that  the 
two  nation  theory  gathered  force  and  it  was  formally  accepted 
by  the  Muslim  League  in  1940.  From  that  day  it  became 
impossible  for  the  Congress  and  the  League  to  cooperate  on 
any  issue  for  long.  All  efforts  at  cooperation  always  got  stuck 
on  the  two  nation  issue.  The  government  too  had  a  good 
excuse.  British  Government  constantly  refused  the  Congress 
demand  for  a  national  government  on  the  ground  that 
Muslims  were  opposed  to  it. 

It  was  in  January  1940  that  Mr.  Jinnah  declared  that  the 
Hindus  and  Muslims  formed  two  separate  nations,  “who  both 
must  share  the  governance  of  their  common-motherland.” 
After  three  months  that  is  in  March  1940,  Jinnah  declared  at 
the  Lahore  Session  of  the  Muslim  League  that  the  Muslim 
nation  must  have  a  separate  independent  state.  He  was  now 
openly  advocating  the  formation  of  Pakistan. 

Cripps  Mission  :  Empty  Promises 

Masterji  :  Now  let’s  pick  up  the  thread  from  where  we  had 
left  off. 

Jay  anti  :  You  were  telling  us  about  the  August  offer  which 
the  Congress  found  unacceptable  and  then  Gandhi  in  1940 
inaugurated  the  Individual  Civil  Disobedience  and  thousands 
went  to  jail. 
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Masterji  :  Yes,  and  there  was  a  deadlock  which  lasted  for 
about  a  year  and  a  half.  You  remember  of  course  that  the 
Second  World  War  was  on.  The  War  situation  was  that  the 
Japanese  were  fast  advancing  towards  India.  They  had  overrun 
Malaya  and  were  already  in  Burma.  The  British  were  naturally 
getting  nervous  and  wished  to  reconcile  the  Indians.  On  8th 
March,  1942  Rangoon  fell  and  soon  after  the  Government 
announced  that  Sir  Stafford  Cripps,  a  member  of  the  British 
Cabinet,  would  be  sent  to  India  to  find  a  solution.  But  what 
Cripps  had  to  offer  was  nothing  new.  It  was  almost  a 
repetition  of  the  August  offer.  India  was  promised  a  Dominion 
Status  and  a  constitution  making  body  with  the  power  to 
secede  from  British  Commonwealth.  It  gave  the  assurance  of 
"Earliest  possible  realisation  of  self-government  in  India.’ ’ 
There  was  an  implicit  suggestion  of  partition  in  case  the  new 
constitution  was  found  unacceptable  in  the  long  run. 

Cripps  proposals  was  rejected  by  the  League  because  it 
wanted  the  outright  formation  of  Pakistan  and  by  the  Congress 
because  it  refused  to  be  satisfied  with  mere  promises.  Gandhi 
called  this  offer  a  "post-dated  cheque  on  a  failing  bank.”  He 
was  now  contemplating  an  all  out  campaign  to  compel  the 
British  withdrawal  from  India.  "The  presence  of  the  British  in 
India  is  an  invitation  to  Japan  to  invade  India.  Their  withdrawal 
removes  the  bait,”  he  said.  Most  the  Congress  leaders  except 
Rajagopalachari  agreed. 

Azad  :  Was  Japan  about  to  attack  India  ? 

Masterji  :  Well,  they  were  almost  at  India’s  doorsteps.  Nehru 
was  keen  to  prepare  India  for  defence.  Even  as  Cripps  was 
meeting  the  leaders  in  Delhi  in  1942,  the  seas  around  India 
was  overrun  by  the  Japanese.  They  had  already  occupied  the 
Andamans  on  12th  March  1942  and  some  Japanese  bombs 
had  fallen  in  Trincomalee,  in  Ceylon  and  Kakinada  and 
Vizagapatinam  in  South  India.  Panic  had  spread  right  upto 
Calcutta  and  there  was  talk  of  evacuating  Calcutta  as  well 
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because  it  was  believed  that  the  Japanese  would  attack 
Calcutta  from  Diamond  Harbour. 

So  strong  was  the  anti-British  feeling  those  days  that 
some  even  welcomed  Japanese  aggression,  quite  forgetting 
that  India’s  plight  would  be  much  worse  if  the  Japanese  did 
occupy  India. 

Brewing  Storm 

Those  were  times  of  great  tension  and  frayed  tempers. 
There  was  much  debating  and  discussion  on  what  India’s  role 
was  to  be  in  such  a  critical  situation.  A  large  group  was  in 
favour  of  armed  resistance.  There  were  those  who  wanted  to 
cooperate  with  the  allies  in  their  war  efforts,  and  those  who 
wished  to  help  the  democratic  nations  on  condition  that  India 
was  treated  as  free  and  equal  partner.  The  Gandhiites  of 
course  were  absolutely  against  violence  or  armed  resistance. 
Gandhi  advised  the  Congress  to  demand  the  withdrawal  of 
the  British  and  to  resolve  to  resist  the  Japanese  with  non¬ 
violent  non-cooperation.  Of  one  thing  he  was  absolutely 
convinced  that  to  India,  her  real  safety  and  of  Britain  too  lay 
“in  orderly  and  timely  British  withdrawal  from  India.” 

On  14th  July,  1942  the  Congress  Working  Committee 
adopted  a  resolution  demanding  immediate  end  of  the  British 
Rule.  It  was  “necessary  not  only  in  the  interest  of  India  but 
also  for  the  safety  of  the  world,  and  for  the  ending  of  Nazism, 
Fascism,  Militarism  and  other  forms  of  Imperialism  and 
aggressin  of  one  nation  against  another.” 

There  was  a  proposal  to  set  up  a  provisional  government 
and  a  constituent  assembly  to  draft  a  constitution  for  India 
after  the  withdrawal  of  the  British.  In  case  the  proposal  was 
rejected,  the  Congress  decided  to  take  up  “Non-violence  as  a 
part  of  its  policy  for  the  vindication  of  political  rights  and 
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liberty” .  so  that  the  country  might  utilise  all  non-violent 

strength  it  has  gathered  during  the  last  twenty  two  years  of 
peaceful  struggle.”  Gandhi  was  to  be  in  command  of  the 
movement. 

“1  am  not  going  to  be  satisfied  with  anything  short  of 
complete  freedom,”  said  Gandhi  in  a  speech.  “We  shall  do  or 
die.  We  shall  either  free  India  or  die  in  the  attempt.” 

The  Government  was  not  even  willing  to  discuss  the 
matter  and  refused  to  take  any  action  at  all  till  the  end  of  the 
War.  It  considered  India’s  demand  not  only  as  rebellious  but 
ill-timed  as  well,  and  looked  upon  Gandhi-Congress  together 
as  their  enemy.  As  far  as  the  government  was  concerned 
India  had  no  moral  claim  to  independence.  The  government 
had  made  up  its  mind  not  only  to  reject  the  Congress 
proposal  but  to  annihilate  Congress  itself  And  government 
began  to  prepare  itself  for  this. 

Chaos  and  Confusion 

Masterji  :  Have  you  ever  seen  how  butter  is  made  by 
vigorously  churning  the  butter  milk?  The  state  of  India  at  this 
point  of  time  was  very  much  like  that — a  nation  or  rather  twin 
nations  were  about  to  be  born  but  before  that  the  whole 
country  had  to  be  churned,  sometimes  so  vigorously  that  it 
appeared  that  everything  would  disintegrate  in  the  process. 

On  the  8th  August,  1942  the  Government  issued  a 
resolution  that  the  Congress  was  preparing  for  unlawful, 
dangerous  and  violent  activities.  A  feeling  of  terrible  suspense 
gripped  the  country.  Everyone  knew  that  the  Government 
was  ready  and  at  the  slightest  pretext  it  would  swoop  down 
on  them. 

But  what  no  one  guessed  was  that  this  time,  the 
Government  would  not  even  have  the  decency  to  wait  for  an 
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excuse  to  come  crashing  down.  ‘Attack,’  they  had  decided 
was  ‘the  best  method  of  defence.  They  did  not  care  if  their 
action  was  unjust  or  inlawful,  nor  what  means  they  used,  as 
long  as  they  could  achieve  their  end — and  the  first  blow  fell, 
“with  weight  and  suddenness  of  an  avalanche.” 

On  the  morning  of  August  9th,  the  police  arrested 
Gandhiji  along  with  his  wife  Kasturba,  his  secretary  Mahadev 
Desai  and  Sarojini  Naidu.  The  raid  had  been  so  arranged  that 
simultaneously  all  the  members  of  the  Working  Committee  in 
Bombay  were  arrested  and  imprisoned  in  an  old  fort  at 
Ahmadnagar.  Most  of  the  Congress  members  were  thrown 
into  prison  within  a  very  short  time.  A  terrible  fury  overtook 
the  people  and  they  retaliated  violently.  Without  the  leaders 
to  organise  or  guide  them  the  unruly  masses  were  like  a  ship 
on  a  choppy  sea  being  tossed  this  side  and  that  with  each  gust 
of  wind.  They  became  toys  in  the  hands  of  unscrupulous 
elements  each  trying  to  exploit  them.  There  were  the  communal 
groups,  socialist  group,  the  terrorists,  the  revolutionaries.  The 
only  people  who  could  guide  them  through  a  non-violent 
movement  were  in  jail.  The  shocking  news  of  the  arrests  of 
the  leaders  provoked  a  spontaneous  reaction — there  were 
strikes,  slogan  shouting,  picketing  and  other  demonstrations. 
The  police  was  ready  for  them  and  punished  them  with 
beating,  kicking,  lathi-charge  and  torture.  This  maddened  the 
people  and  provoked  them  to  greater  violence.  Stoning  the 
police,  setting  fire  to  buildings  and  railways,  throwing  bombs, 
sabotage,  looting  and  even  killing.  And  the  police  would  come 
down  on  them  even  more  brutally  devising  even  more  savage 
methods  to  crush  them.  The  police  were  now  using  pistols 
and  machine  guns  even  firing  from  aeroplanes.  The  whole 
thing  had  now  become  one  vicious  circle.  According  to  official 
reports,  more  than  60,000  people  were  arrested  18,000 
detained  without  trial,  940  killed.  A  very  large  number  of 
students  joined  in  the  movement  and  suffered  a  great  deal  in 
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the  hands  of  the  police.  Jayprakash  Narain  and  Aruna  Asaf 
Ali  who  belonged  to  the  Congress  Socialist  Group  also 
participated  actively  in  the  movement  at  this  time. 

The  British  were  now  walking  on  a  tightrope  and  were 
faced  with  another  danger — can  you  guess  what  that  was  ? 

Azad  :  Yes,  It  was  the  threat  of  Subhas  Bose.  He  had  formed 
his  Azad  Hind  Fauj  with  the  Indian  prisoners  of  war  and  was 
now  advancing  towards  India  with  the  Japanese. 

Masterji  :  That’s  right.  In  the  meantime  Lord  Wavell  had 
succeeded  Linlithgow  and  had  taken  over  as  the  Viceroy.  The 
War  had  taken  a  turn  in  favour  of  the  Allies.  It  was  now  felt 
that  the  change  in  the  international  situation  also  called  for  a 
change  in  policy  in  India.  The  British  Government  was  willing 
to  reach  a  settlement. 

Opposing  Interests 

Gandhi  was  released  from  prison.  He  met  Jinnah  in 
Bombay  for  it  was  obvious  now  that  no  solution  could  ever  be 
reached  without  the  Muslim  League’s  support. 

Gandhi  who  had  opposed  the  ‘two-nation  theory’  tooth 
and  nail  right  from  the  beginning  now  gave  in  and  offered  to 
accept  the  principle  of  Pakistan.  He  urged  the  Muslim  League 
to  join  hands  with  the  Congress  to  form  a  Congress-League 
Provisional  Government;  and  demand  immediate  independence. 
But  Jinnah  was  absolutely  adamant.  He  wanted  partition 
before  he  wanted  freedom. 

So  once  more  there  was  a  deadlock.  In  the  meantime 
Japan  was  defeated  and  Bose’s  Indian  National  Army 
surrendered  to  the  British  and  its  officers  were  tried  for 
treason.  The  ratings  of  the  Royal  Indian  Navy  rose  in  mutiny. 
This  was  the  time  when  a  terrible  famine  hit  Bengal.  Three 
million  people  died  in  this  famine. 
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Jay  anti  :  Did  the  condition  of  India,  I  mean  political 
condition,  improve  after  this? 

Master ji  :  Well  it  certainly  forced  Wavell's  hands.  He  flew  to 
London  in  March  1945  and  came  back  with  the  proposal  that 
the  members  of  his  Council — all  except  the  Viceroy  and  the 
Commander-in-Chief  could  be  Indians;  selected  from  amongst 
the  leaders  of  Indian  political  parties  including  equal  proportions 
of  caste  Hindus.  The  new  Council  would  carry  on  till  “a  new 
permanent  constitution  could  be  agreed  upon  and  come  into 
force.” 

Wavell  called  the  Indian  Political  leaders  to  meet  in  Simla 
on  25th  June,  1945  to  discuss  the  new  proposal  and  select 
the  members  but  it  broke  down  as  the  Congress  and  League 
could  not  come  to  an  agreement. 

Azad  :  What  was  the  issue  on  which  they  could  not  agree  ? 

Master  ji  :  It  was  Jinnah’s  demand  that  all  the  Muslim 
members  of  the  Council  must  be  members  of  the  Muslim 
League.  And  Congress  with  its  national  outlook  could  not 
accept  this. 

Azad  :  Naturally  the  Congress  could  not  agree.  There  must 
have  been  many  Muslim  members  in  the  Congress. 

Master  ji  ;  There  certainly  were.  One  of  the  most  important 
of  them  was  Maulana  Abul  Kalam  Azad.  He  declared  quite 
firmly  that  “Congress  cannot  possibly  be  a  party  to  any 
arrangement  howsoever  temporary  it  may  be,  that  prejudices 
its  national  character,  tends  to  impair  the  growth  of  nationalism, 
and  reduces  Congress  directly  or  indirectly  to  a  communal 
body.” 

Support  from  Attlee 

In  the  meanwhile  in  England  the  Labour  Party  came  into 
power,  and  Clement  Attlee  became  Prime  Minister  in  1945. 
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The  new  government  was  keen  to  grant  freedom  to  India  at 
an  early  date.  On  19th  September,  1945  Lord  Wavell 
announced  that  the  elections  to  the  Central  and  Provincial 
Legislatures  would  be  held  in  winter  and  responsible  Ministries 
would  be  formed  in  the  provinces.  It  was  also  announced  that 
an  Executive  Council  would  come  into  being  soon  after  the 
provincial  elections  “which  will  have  the  support  of  the  main 
Indian  Parties.”  He  made  an  appeal  to  the  Indians  to 
cooperate  so  that  full  self-government  could  come  into  being 
early. 

Congress  and  the  Muslim  League  began  in  earnest  to 
prepare  for  the  election.  A  happening  that  aroused  a  good 
deal  of  excitement  during  this  time  was  the  trial  of  those  Azad 
Hind  Fauj  soldiers  who  had  surrendered.  The  charge  against 
them  was  that  they  had  “waged  war  against  the  King.”  Those 
brave  soldiers  were  considered  heroes  by  the  people  because 
of  Subhash  Bose,  and  the  trial  aroused  their  patriotic 
sentiments.  Congress  took  up  the  defence  of  these  heroes. 
Demonstrations  were  held  in  many  towns  and  funds  were 
collected  and  best  lawyers  in  the  country  fought  their  case — 
Bhulabhai  Desai  and  Nehru  were  among  the  panel  of 
lawyers.  A  military  tribunal  was  set  up  and  a  public  trial  was 
held  inside  the  Red  Fort  in  Delhi.  The  IN  A  leaders  were 
convicted  but  the  defence  counsel  was  able  to  have  their 
sentences  remitted  and  ultimately  managed  to  set  them  free. 

In  the  election  of  the  Central  Assembly  and  the  Provincial 
Legislature  the  Muslim  League  won  most  of  the  Muslim  seats 
and  the  Congress  the  general  seats. 

In  Search  of  Agreement 

On  19th  February,  1946.  The  British  House  of  Commons 
decided  to  send  three  members  of  the  Cabinet  to  India.  They 
formed  the  Cabinet  Mission  and  their  aim  was  to  meet  the 
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Indian  political  leaders  and  come  to  some  sort  of  agreement 
on  the  political  issues.  They  aimed  at  the  “early  realisation  of 
full  self-government  in  India.’’  The  Prime  Minister  had  in 
mind  complete  independence  as  possible  goal  of  Indian 
constitutional  development,  if  the  Indians  wanted.  The  Cabinet 
Mission  had  many  meetings  with  the  Congress  and  League 
leaders.  But  again  no  settlement  could  be  reached  mainly 
because  Muslim  League’s  unbending  demand  for  Pakistan. 
Jinnah  even  made  it  clear  that  he  would  not  accept  a  Pakistan 
if  it  was  made  a  separate  federation  of  India.  There  was  a 
deadlock. 

The  Cabinet  Mission’s  Recommendations 

Masterji  :  Since  no  agreement  seemed  possible,  the  Cabinet 
Mission  decided  to  give  its  own  recommendations  anyway.  So 
on  16th  May,  1946,  it  announced  its  recommendations, 
giving  a  broad  outline  on  which  the  future  government  of 
India  could  be  based.  They  also  suggested  procedure  for 
framing  a  detailed  constitution. 

The  Cabinet  Mission  recommended  a  federal  type  of 
Government  for  the  whole  of  India  in  which  the  Indian 
Princely  States  could  join  in  later.  The  Federal  Government  or 
the  Centre  would  deal  with  Foreign  Affairs,  Defence  and 
Communications.  And  the  States  and  Provinces  would  have 
all  other  powers.  There  was  provision  for  subordinate  unions 
between  individual  provinces.  Each  province  had  a  right  to 
opt  out  of  the  Federal  Union  after  the  first  election  of  its 
legislative  Council  under  the  new  constitution.  An  interim 
National  Government  was  to  be  set  up  till  new  constitution 
could  be  drawn  up  by  a  constituent  Assembly.  The  Constituent 
Assembly  would  consist  of  296  members  to  be  elected  on 
communal  basis  by  the  Provincial  Legislative  Assemblies  and 
the  representatives  of  the  princely  States  which  would  join  the 
Union.  It  was  an  ingeniously  made  plan  and  both  the 
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Congress  and  the  Muslim  League  found  it  difficult  to  reject  it 
outright.  The  Muslim  League  was  not  happy  about  its  demand 
of  Pakistan  not  being  met  but  it  accepted  the  Cabinet  Mission 
Plan.  The  Congress  disagreed  with  the  principle  of  determining 
the  number  of  members  and  the  basis  of  representation  in  the 
Interim  Government.  So  the  Congress  rejected  the  proposal 
of  the  Interim  Government  but  agreed  to  participate  in  the 
Constituent  Assembly  in  order  to  frame  the  Constitution.  The 
Cabinet  Mission  left  India  soon  after  this. 

The  Interim  Government 

According  to  the  proposal,  the  Interim  Government  was 
to  be  formed  by  reconstituting  the  Viceroy's  executive  Council 
from  among  the  leaders  of  different  parties.  The  Congress 
and  the  Musilim  League  differed  widely  in  their  interpretation 
of  the  Cabinet  Mission  Plan.  After  some  very  bitter  controversy, 
the  Muslim  League  formally  withdrew  its  acceptance  of  the 
Cabinet  Mission  Plan.  The  Viceroy  probably  fed  up  by  now 
went  ahead  with  his  plans  and  reconstituted  his  Executive 
Council  without  any  representative  of  the  League.  This  was 
a  triumph  for  the  Congress  and  it  infuriated  the  Muslim 
League  so  much  that  they  declared  that  the  16th  August, 
1946  would  be  a  day  of  "Direct  Action." 

The  Direct  Action  Threat 

Jay  anti  :  What  does  "Direct  Action"  mean?  It  sounds  like  a 
threat. 

Masterji  :  On  14th  August,  Jinnah  gave  a  statement 
explaining  the  purpose  of  "Direct  Action".  According  to  him 
the  "the  object  and  purpose  of  this  is  to  make  the  Muslims 
understand  fully  the  situation  that  is  facing  Muslim  India  and 
that  they  should  prepare  themselves  for  any  eventuality  that 
we  may  have  to  face." 

Jay  anti  :  That  does  not  sound  very  menacing. 
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Masterji  :  On  the  face  of  it,  it  doesn't  but  don't  forget  that 
hundreds  of  speeches  were  being  given  to  rouse  the  Muslim 
population  to  make  them  feel  that  they  could  not  expect 
justice  from  the  Cognress.  For  example  Shabbir  Ahmad 
Usmani  told  the  people,  "The  viceroy  and  the  Cabinet 
Mission  are  most  shabbily  going  back  on  their  words  and  the 
vanity  and  arrogance  of  the  Congress,  have  forced  the  one 
hundred  million  followers  of  Islam  to  disregard  all  sort  of 
trouble  and  come  out  courageously  in  the  field  of  action,  in 
order  that  the  world  may  know  that  the  Muslim  nation  can 
still  give  the  highest  sacrifices  So  they  may  teach  a  lesson  to 
the  aggressive  opposition  and  to  the  men  who  dishonour 
their  pledges."  Speeches  like  this  were  meant  to  infuriate  the 
people  and  they  did.  A  large  number  of  Muslims  were  filled 
with  resentment  and  hatred.  And  16th  August  the  day  that 
was  supposed  to  be  a  day  of  protests  and  meetings  only, 
became  one  of  the  bloodiest  day  in  Indian  History;  and 
Calcutta  had  to  bear  the  brunt  of  the  unleashed  violence. 

The  morning  of  16th  August,  1946  began  in  Calcutta 
with  closing  of  shops,  demonstrations  and  hoisting  of  Muslim 
League  flag  but  it  was  not  long  before  unruly  mobs  and 
'goonda'  elements  took  over. 

Violence  and  Terror  in  Calcutta 

Azad  :  Were  you  in  Calcutta  at  that  time  too? 

Masterji  :  Yes,  I  was.  It  was  one  of  the  most  horrible  and 
gruesome  experiences  I  ever  had.  I  can  never  forget  the  sights 
I  saw  that  day,  they  are  burnt  into  my  memory  and  recur  in 
my  nightmares  even  today.  I  saw  arson  and  looting  and  killing 
that  day,  men  being  beaten  to  death,  girls  being  assaulted, 
children  being  assaulted,  children  being  thrown  down  from 
the  rooftops  and  whole  families  being  locked  inside  houses 
and  burnt  to  death.  The  air  was  rent  with  sound  of  terror, 
anger  and  grief;  people  were  shouting  for  help  but  there  was 
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no  one  to  offer  relief.  The  Goverment  failed  completely  in  its 
duty  of  maintaining  law  and  order.  Though  the  army  was 
standing  by,  it  was  not  called  to  help  till  the  last  moment. 
They  called  this  orgy  of  killing  as  the  "Great  Calcutta  Killing." 

1  had  hoped  that  day,  that  I  would  never  live  to  witness 
such  scenes  of  maniacal  violence  again.  But  it  is  my  misfortune 
and  many  of  my  contemporary's  too,  that  we  had  to  live 
through  times  which  contained  more  horror,  more  savagery 
more  madness  than  even  the  great  Calcutta  killing. 

Jayanti  :  Oh  my  God!  You  mean  this  sort  of  thing  happened 
in  India  again? 

Master ji  :  Yes!  It  was  in  Punjab  during  partition  in  1947.  I 
can  only  pray  that  your  generation  will  never  be  a  party  to 
such  senseless  violence. 

Now  coming  back  to  in  August,  1946.  Terror  stalked  the 
streets  for  four  days  unabated  as  lumpen  elements  took  over 
Calcutta  and  the  people  of  the  two  community  came  to  death 
grips.  We  have  no  correct  estimate  of  the  casualties,  but  it  is 
estimated  that  15,000  were  seriously  wounded  and  5,000 
killed  in  Calcutta  during  these  four  days;  but  no  one  even 
found  out  how  many  houses  were  destroyed  or  how  much 
property  was  lost,  in  the  end  both  parties  blamed  each  other. 
The  leader  of  the  Congress  party  in  Bengal  blamed  the 
Muslim  League  for  deliberate  attack  on  the  Hindus  and  the 
Government  for  supporting  it.  They  moved  a  no-confidence 
motion  against  the  Suhrawardy  Ministry.  Suhrawardy  denied 
the  charge  and  blamed  the  Congress  for  attempting  to  thwart 
the  demonstration.  Jinnah  accused  the  Congress  for  deliberately 
provoking  the  riots  to  discredit  the  Muslim  League. 

Interim  Government  Without  Jinnah 

Lord  Waveil  realised  that  unless  the  League  and  the 
Congress  were  able  to  cooperate,  the  country  would  definitely 
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be  plunged  into  a  Civil  War  before  long. 

So  he  spoke  to  Nehru  and  asked  him  to  keep  five  seats 
in  reserve  for  the  Muslim  League  while  choosing  the  members 
for  the  interim  government.  Nehru  spoke  to  Jinnah  but 
Jinnah  seems  to  have  closed  his  mind  to  any  persuasion.  So 
on  24  August,  1946  the  new  government  was  announced. 
The  list  contained  names  of  12  members.  The  orginal 
proposal  had  been  for  14  members,  six  members  including 
one  from  the  Scheduled  Caste  to  be  nominated  by  the 
Congress,  five  to  be  nominated  by  the  viceroy.  The  portfolios 
were  to  be  equally  distributed.  The  members  were  Jawaharlal 
Nehru,  Vallabhbhai  Patel,  Rajendra  Prasad,  Asaf  Ali, 
C.  Rajagopalachari,  Sarat  Chandra  Bose,  John  Mathai,  Baldev 
Singh,  Shafaat  Ahmed  Khan,  Jagjivan  Ram,  Ali  Zaheer  and 
C.H.  Bhabha.  Two  more  Muslim  members  remained  to  be 
appointed.  On  2nd  September,  the  Interim  Government  led 
by  Nehru  was  sworn  in. 

The  Viceroy's  speech  was  broadcast  that  night  in  which 
he  promised  maximum  freedom  to  the  new  Government  in 
running  the  country  and  regretted  that  the  League  had  kept 
away.  In  spite  of  that  he  promised  that  the  offer  to  take  five 
Muslim  Leaguers  in  the  Government  was  still  open. 

The  2nd  September  was  a  mixed  day  for  us.  On  the  one 
hand  there  was  an  all  Indian  Government  for  the  first  time. 
It  filled  our  hearts  with  pride  and  we  were  in  a  triumphant 
mood.  But  the  sweet  taste  of  victory  turned  bitter  because  the 
atmosphere  had  already  begun  to  thicken  with  fumes  of 
discord.  The  Muslim  League  had  declared  the  2nd  of  Septemebr 
as  a  day  of  mourning  and  black  flags  were  raised  in  protest 
by  the  Muslims  and  violence  was  already  breaking  out  in  many 
parts  of  the  country.  Gandhi's  tone  was  ominous  when  he 
said  “we  are  not  yet  in  the  midst  of  war,  but  we  are  nearing 
it.”  No  one  would  be  really  happy  under  these  circumstances. 
Rioting  was  specially  intense  in  parts  of  Bengal  like  Noakhali 
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and  Comilla  where  there  was  muslim  majority.  Repercussions 
in  Bihar  in  places  with  Hindu  majority  was  equally  violent. 
The  Congress  Ministry  in  Bihar  took  strong  steps  to  suppress 
the  disturbances  and  Nehru  toured  the  riot-torn  areas. 

Lord  Wavell  had  been  trying  very  hard  to  persuade 
Jinnah  to  join  the  Constitutent  Assembly.  At  last  he  succeeded 
and  Jinnah  wrote  to  him  saying  that  he  had  decided  that  the 
League  would  join  the  Government  though  he  made  no 
commitment  to  join  the  Constitutent  Assembly. 

Jinnah  Joins  for  the  Wrong  Reason 

Azad  :  What  made  Jinnah  decide  at  last  to  join  the  Interim 
Government. 

Masterji  :  Jinnah's  reason  in  his  own  words  was  that  “It  will 
be  fatal  to  leave  the  entire  field  of  administration  of  the 
Central  Government  in  the  hands  of  the  Congress.” 

So  he  nominated  five  League  members  and  sent  the  list 
to  Viceroy.  Jawaharlal  Nehru  now  dropped  three  of  his 
colleagues  to  make  place  for  the  Muslim  League  members  and 
I  suppose  you  remember  the  two  vacancies  were  already 
there.  So  now  the  Interim  government  included  the  five 
league  members  as  well. 

From  Bad  to  Worse 

But  the  situation  did  not  improve  because  the  reason  for 
the  League  to  join  in  the  Government  was  not  to  cooperate 
with  the  Congress  to  work  for  a  common  goal.  In  their  words 
“we  are  going  into  the  interim  government  to  get  a  foothold 
to  fight  for  our  cherished  goal  of  Pakistan”.  So  if  the  League 
had  joined  the  Government  with  the  “avowed  intention  of 
holding  the  Congress  in  check”  it  is  needless  to  say  that  the 
things  went  from  bad  to  worse. 
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After  this  the  League  put  another  spoke  in  the  Congress 
wheel  by  refusing  to  participate  in  the  Constituent  Assembly. 
Anyway,  the  Constituent  Assembly  went  ahead  and  met  as 
scheduled  on  the  9th  December,  1946  without  the  Muslim 
League.  Rajendra  Prasad  was  elected  as  its  President.  But  the 
Government  declared  that  it  would  not  implement  any 
constitution  drafted  by  the  Constituent  Assembly  if  the  Muslim 
League  did  not  join  in,  so  far  as  at  least  provinces  with 
Muslim  majority  were  concerned.  The  working  of  the 
Government  was  becoming  more  and  more  difficult  because 
of  the  obstructive  tactics  of  the  League.  On  13th  February, 

1947,  Nehru  demanded  the  resignation  of  the  Muslim  League 
members.  Two  days  later  Sardar  Patel  announced  that  if  the 
League,  did  not  resign,  the  Congress  would.  The  situation 
was  absolutely  tense.  The  British  Government  felt  and  rightly 
so  that  in  either  case  the  Interim  Government  would  be 
shattered.  It  was  a  bad  time;  There  was  mounting  tension 
inside  the  Goverment  as  well  as  outside  amongst  the  masses. 
In  the  words  of  a  historian  “discord  within  the  Government 
was  merely  a  sign  of  the  turmoil  raging  in  the  country”.  The 
country  seemed  on  the  verge  of  chaos. 

Britain  Decides  to  Quit  India 

Masterji  :  A  most  unexpected  development  took  place  at  this 
juncture  pulling  the  country  back  from  the  verge  of  disaster. 
The  British  Prime  Minister  Attlee  made  the  historic 
announcement  that  the  British  would  quit  India  by  June, 

1948.  And  the  necesary  steps  for  the  transfer  of  power  to 
responsible  Indians  must  be  taken  during  that  period. 

Azad  :  That  must  have  caused  tremendous  excitement. 

Masterji  :  A  lot  of  excitement,  and  unfortunately  a  good  deal 
of  violence  as  well.  Muslim  League  began  hectic  preparations 
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to  strengthen  its  hold  on  Muslim  majority  provinces.  And  to 
popularises  its  demand  for  Pakistan  it  announced  a  Direct 
Action  Day  again.  And  once  more  blood  feud  tore  the 
land.  It  was  clear  to  everyone  now  that  the  partition  was 
unavoidable. 

As  you  know,  the  Prime  Minister’s  declaration  saved  the 
country  from  a  disastrous  situation.  It  was  now  also  necessary 
to  appoint  a  new  Viceroy  to  implement  the  plan.  It  was  a 
delicate  operation  and  Lord  Wavell  had  proved  himself  quite 
unsuitable  for  such  critical  times.  He  had  not  only  managed 
to  antagonise  the  most  powerful  political  body  in  India  which 
was  the  Congress,  but  also  failed  to  get  the  support  of  the 
Muslim  League.  So,  Attlee  announced  that  the  Viscount 
Mountbatten  would  be  replacing  Lord  Wavell  and  would  be 
charged  with  the  task  of  transferring  to  Indian  hands 
responsibility  for  the  Government  of  British  India.  Mountbatten, 
who  was  one  of  the  great  grandsons  of  Queen  Victoria, 
seemed  an  excellent  choice.  He  had  been  an  Admiral  in  the 
Navy  and  had  a  tremendous  zest  for  work.  As  a  person,  he 
had  charming  manners  without  any  hangup  or  prejudices  and 
could  mix  with  ease  with  any  class  of  people.  He  was  a  liberal 
democrat  and  kept  an  open  mind.  Quick  at  taking  decisions, 
he  was  not  stubborn.  Churchill  said  of  him  that  he  had  a 
“young  and  vigorous  mind.”  For  once,  the  British  Government 
had  chosen  the  best  person  for  the  job.  This  showed  that  at 
last  the  British  were  seriously  planning  to  quit  India.  Nehru 
wrote  to  Gandhi:  “Mr.  Attlee’s  statement  contains  much  that 
is  indefinite  and  likely  to  give  trouble.  But  I  am  convinced  that 
it  is  in  the  final  analysis  a  brave  and  definite  statement.  It 
meets  our  oft  repeated  demand  for  quitting  India.” 

What  Made  the  British  Agree  to  Quit  India 

Azad  :  Masterji,  I  have  been  wondering  what  made  the 
British  change  their  tune? 
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Masterji  :  It  was  not  any  philanthropic  motive  that  made  the 
British  decide  to  quit  India.  They  were  pressurised  by 
circumstances  to  ultimately  come  to  this  decision.  The  war 
had  left  Britain  socially  and  economically  shattered  and  they 
felt  that  all  their  resources  and  manpower  were  needed  to 
rebuild  the  social  and  economic  structure  of  Britain  rather 
than  squander  their  energies  on  adventures  abroad. 

Also,  they  had  woken  up  to  the  fact  that  India  was  no 
more  the  19th  century  India  that  could  be  kept  down  by 
force.  India  now  was  more  than  a  mere  conglomeration  of 
racial  and  religious  groups.  People  had  been  inspired  by 
patriotic  feelings.  The  masses  were  genuinely  aspiring  freedom. 
Even  among  bickering  groups  England  was  still  the  common 
enemy.  For  example,  though  the  Congress  and  the  Muslim 
League  were  always  at  loggerheads,  they  yet  had  at  least  one 
common  aim  and  that  was  to  overthrow  the  British. 

Besides,  the  independence  movement  had  been  gathering 
momentum.  Freedom  could  not  be  withheld  from  the  Indians 
much  longer  now  and  it  was  in  Britain’s  own  interest  to  grant 
it  sooner  than  later. 

Mountbatten  Takes  Charge 

Masterji  :  On  March  24,  1947,  Mountbatten  was  sworn  in 
as  the  new  Viceroy  and  his  assignation  was  the  termination 
of  the  British  empire.  It  is  an  irony  that  Mountbatten  was 
ending  the  chapter  that  his  great  grandmother  had  begun. 
Victoria  had  proudly  proclaimed  herself  the  Empress  of  India 
and  her  great  grandson  was  called  upon  to  assist  in  handing 
back  that  Empire. 

Before  accepting  his  assignment,  Mountbatten  had  made 
certain  conditions.  For  one  thing,  he  insisted  on  fixing  a  time 
limit  for  the  transfer  of  power  as  demanded  by  the  Indian 
leaders  and  besides,  he  wanted  full  powers  without  constant 
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interference  by  the  British  Government.  What  the  British 
Government  had  asked  him  to  perform  was  nothing  short  of 
miracle  and  if  he  could  do  it,  they  were  willing  to  give  in  to 
all  his  demands. 

Failure  of  the  First  Draft 

Mountbatten  set  to  work  straight  away  and  after  many 
meetings  with  the  party  leaders  and  the  governors  he  came 
to  certain  conclusions.  One  was  that,  it  would  not  be  advisable 
to  wait  till  June,  1948  for  transfer  of  power  and  it  should  be 
done  earlier.  Secondly,  that  the  Indians  themselves  should 
come  up  with  the  suggestions.  Thirdly,  it  was  in  England’s 
interest  that  the  new  Governments  should  have  dominion 
status  and  the  membership  of  the  Commonwealth.  He  also 
felt  that  the  two  newly  formed  governments  should  have 
common  defence  and  a  common  army  at  least  in  the 
beginning.  These  points  he  discussed  with  the  various  leaders 
individually.  Amongst  them  were  Nehru,  Patel,  Jinnah,  Liaquat 
Ali  and  Baldev  Singh.  He  then  asked  the  members  of  his 
personal  staff  to  formulate  the  scheme.  This  was  the  first  draft 
and  Mountbatten  was  sure  that  it  would  be  accepted.  But  he 
was  in  for  a  surprise,  for  the  draft  fell  flat  on  its  face,  for  it 
was  unacceptable  to  both  Jinnah  and  Nehru. 

At  Last :  A  Plan  that  Worked 

Mountbatten  now  was  really  worried  as  time  was  running 
out  and  the  condition  of  the  country  was  going  from  bad  to 
worse.  Something  had  to  be  done  fast.  The  Viceroy  now 
called  for  VP  Menon,  a  very  able  and  experienced  officer  with 
a  sharp  mind.  Menon,  who  was  the  official  Constitutional 
Adviser  and  Reforms  Commissioner  of  the  Government,  gave 
some  excellent  advice  to  Mountbatten  and  set  about  to  make 
a  fresh  plan.  Mountbatten  was  very  impressed  by  Menon ’s 
wisdom;  “It  is  indeed  fortunate  that  you  were  Reforms 
Commissioner  on  my  staff,”  he  told  Menon,  “for  you  were 
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the  first  person  I  met  who  entirely  agreed  with  the  idea  of 
Dominion  status,  and  you  found  the  solution  which  I  had  not 
thought  of,  of  making  it  acceptable  by  a  very  early  transfer  of 
power.  History  must  always  rate  that  decision  very  high  and 
I  owe  it  to  your  advice.” 

So  then,  Mountbatten  left  for  London  on  18th  May  with 
the  new  plan.  But  this  time,  before  leaving,  he  discussed  the 
new  draft  with  Nehru  and  Patel  on  behalf  of  the  Congress, 
Jinnah  and  Liaquat  Ali  Khan  on  behalf  of  the  Muslim  League 
and  Baldev  Singh  for  the  Sikhs  and  got  their  approval.  In 
London,  the  British  Cabinet  approved  of  the  new  plan  and 
drafted  a  statement  that  would  be  broadcast  on  behalf  of  His 
Majesty’s  Government. 

As  soon  as  Mountbatten  returned  to  India,  he  invited  the 
leaders  of  the  Congress,  Muslim  League  and  Sikhs  to  meet 
him.  There  were  seven  of  them  including  Nehru,  Patel, 
Kripalani,  Jinnah,  Liaquat  Ali  Khan,  Abdul  Rab  Nishtar  and 
Baldev  Singh.  It  was  a  momentous  meeting  which  would  be 
changing  the  course  of  history  for  a  big  chunk  of  humanity. 
Mountbatten  admitted  that  “he  could  frankly  remember  no 
decisions  reached  were  likely  to  have  such  an  important 
influence  on  world  history  as  those  which  were  to  be  taken 
at  this  meeting.”  He  also  made  it  clear  that  it  would  be  in 
everybody’s  interest  to  end  the  existing  state  of  uncertainty, 
“therefore,  the  sooner  power  was  transferred,  the  better  for 
all.”  He  also  said  that  the  British  Government  was  willing  to 
advance  the  date  of  June,  1948  for  the  handing  over  of 
power  or  even  earlier  if  possible. 

A  Momentous  Declaration 

The  new  plan  was  broadcast  on  3rd  June,  1947.  I  will 
quote  to  you  the  main  points  of  the  famous  declaration 

3rd  June,  1947 — Broadcast  of  the  New  Plan. 
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1.  “If  the  areas  with  a  majority  of  Muslim  population  so 
desired,  they  should  be  allowed  to  form  a  separate 
Dominion,  and  a  new  Constituent  Assembly  would  be  set 
up  for  that  purpose.  But  in  that  case,  there  would  be  a 
partition  of  Bengal  and  Punjab  if  the  representatives  of 
the  Hindu  majority  districts  in  the  Legislatives  of  those 
provinces  so  desired. 

2.  A  referendum  would  be  taken  in  the  North-West  Frontier 
Province  to  ascertain  whether  it  should  join  Pakistan  or 
not. 

3.  The  District  of  Sylhet  would  be  joined  to  the  Muslim  area 
in  Bengal  after  the  views  of  the  people  had  been 
ascertained  by  a  referendum. 

4.  Boundary  Commissions  would  be  set  up  to  define  the 
boundaries  of  the  Hindu  and  Muslim  Provinces  in  Bengal 
and  the  Punjab. 

5.  Legislation  would  be  introduced  in  the  current  session  of 
Parliament  for  immediately  conferring  Dominion  status 
on  India  (or  the  two  dominion  if  partition  is  decided 
upon),  without  any  prejudice  to  the  final  decision  of  the 
Constituent  Assembly  (or  Assemblies)  in  this  respect.” 

Azad  :  What  was  the  reaction  of  the  leaders  to  this  plan  ? 
Did  they  accept  it  happily  ? 

Masterji  :  There  was  no  question  of  accepting  it  happily. 
None  of  the  Congress  members  wanted  the  partition  of  the 
country  and  Gandhi  least  of  all.  He  was  terribly  sad  when  he 
heard  of  it.  “I  can  see  nothing  but  evil  in  the  partition  plan," 
he  said.  He  had  opposed  partition  either  of  India  or  its 
provinces  all  his  life.  According  to  Gandhi,  “anarchy  was 
better  than  the  partition  enforced  with  bayonets  of  the  British 
army.  Chaos  and  Civil  war  were  not  too  great  a  price  to  pay 
for  averting  the  division  of  India  in  mutually  hostile  neighbouring 
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Dominions,  with  conflicting  interests,  which  might  turn  them 
into  a  hotbed  of  international  intrigues.” 

Jay  anti  :  At  least  the  Muslim  Leaguers  must  have  been 
happy.  This  is  what  they  had  been  wanting  all  along. 

Masterji  :  They  were  not  entirely  satisfied  either,  for  Jinnah 
felt  that  what  he  was  getting  was  a  “truncated  and  moth-eaten 
Pakistan.”  Nehru,  the  one  person  who  was  most  amenable  to 
reason,  had  accepted  it  as  unavoidable.  Vallabhbhai  Patel  had 
been  bitterly  opposed  to  partition  and  so  had  the  Sikhs,  but 
as  time  passed,  they  came  around  to  Gandhi’s  way  to 
thinking.  “I  agreed  to  partition  as  a  last  resort,  when  we  had 
reached  a  stage  when  we  had  lost  all,  Patel  said.  "We  saw  the 
fires  burning  in  the  Punjab  and  heard  every  day  of  the  killings. 
The  plan  for  partition  offered  a  way  out  and  we  took  it,” 
explained  Nehru.” 

The  Congress  leaders  had  experience  of  coalition  in  the 
Interim  Government  and  it  had  left  a  bitter  taste  in  their 
mouths.  That  was  when  they  had  realised  that  working 
together  for  the  two  parties  had  become  impossible.  Their 
dreams  of  a  unified  India  could  never  materialise  in  that 
atmosphere  of  hostility  and  distrust.  Nehru’s  words  sums  up 
how  most  Indian  leaders  except  of  course  the  League 
members — felt  at  that  time  about  the  partition.  “Well,  I 
suppose  it  was  the  compulsion  of  events  and  the  feeling  that 
we  could  not  get  out  of  the  deadlock  by  pursuing  the  way  we 
had  done,  it  become  worse  and  worse.  Further  a  feeling  that 
even  if  we  get  freedom  for  India  with  that  background  it  would 
be  a  very  weak  India....  we  saw  no  other  way  of  getting  our 
freedom  in  the  near  future.  And  so  we  accepted  and  said,  let 
us  build  up  a  strong  India.  And  if  others  do  not  want  to  be 
in  it,  well  how  can  we  and  why  should  we  force  them  to  be 
in  it?” 

So  now  the  prevalent  mood  was  to  get  on  with  the  job 
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of  nation  building — for  that  they  had  to  be  free  first. 

So  the  All  India  Congress  in  its  session  of  June  14  and 
15  finally  decided  by  a  majority  vote  to  accept  the  proposal 
of  June,  3.  The  Council  of  Muslim  League  had  already  passed 
a  resolution  on  June,  9  accepting  the  plan. 

On  the  Threshold  of  Freedom 

After  all,  the  parties  had  agreed  to  the  basic  principle  of 
the  plan,  Mountbatten  decided  not  to  waste  any  time  and 
began  immediately  to  consider  measures  to  give  effect  to  the 
plan.  The  first  thing  of  course,  was  to  have  the  Bill  passed  by 
British  Parliament.  So  the  Indian  Independence  Bill,  1947  got 
the  “Royal  Assent”  and  became  an  Act  on  July,  13.  According 
to  the  Act,  August  15,  1947  was  fixed  as  the  date  for  transfer 
of  power  and  the  setting  up  of  the  two  Dominions.  The 
Indian  territory  was  to  be  divided  into  India  and  Pakistan. 
Each  Dominion  was  to  have  separate  Governor  General,  and 
a  Legislature  with  full  powers  to  make  law.  The  Act  also  laid 
down  some  temporary  provisions  for  carrying  out  the  work  of 
Government. 

Azad  :  So  at  last  the  country  was  on  the  threshold  of 
freedom. 

Masterji  :  But  the  country  has  to  pass  through  one  more 
bloody  hurdle  to  reach  the  final  goal.  Even  as  the  plans  for 
partition  was  being  finalised  the  worst  fears  of  the  Congress 
leaders  began  to  come  true. 

Rivers  of  Blood 

Maulana  Azad  had  warned  Mountbatten  that  partition  of 
the  country  at  that  time  would  be  disastrous  and  that  rivers  of 
blood  would  be  flowing  and  British  would  be  responsible  for 
it.  Mountbatten  had  foolishly  declared,  “I  shall  see  to  it  that 
there  is  no  bloodshed  and  riot.”  And  how  terribly  wrong  he 
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was  proved!  Punjab  had  been  plunged  into  horrors,  the  like 
of  which  had  never  been  seen-mindless  brutality,  loot,  plunder, 
rape,  pitiless  butchery  violence  of  a  magnitude  unprecedented 
in  history!  Hindus  and  Sikhs  were  driven  out  of  their  hearth 
and  home  like  cattles.  Hindus  from  Western  Punjab  and 
Muslims  from  Eastern  Punjab  were  driven  out.  Thus  began 
the  “greatest  migration  in  history.”  If  you  had  been  flying 
over  that  area  at  that  time  you  would  have  seen  two  unending 
columns  of  humanity  one  moving  Eastward — they  were  the 
Hindus  and  the  other  moving  West  they  were  the  Muslims. 
These  were  the  tortured  and  the  damned,”  a  people  who  had 
lost  everything  and  they  were  going  towards  an  unknown 
destination  and  a  future  which  would  be  filled  with  more 
misery  and  more  humiliation.  They  were  hated  where  they 
came  from  and  not  wanted  where  they  were  going.  Many  had 
reached  the  end  of  their  endurance  and  many  died  during  that 
long  journey  to  nowhere.  According  to  one  writer  “they 
symbolised  an  enormity  of  anguish  and  suffering  almost 
beyond  imagining  and  beyond  the  human  spirit’s  capacity  to 
endure.” 

Jay  anti  :  This  is  terribly  depressing. 

Master ji  :  I  had  to  tell  you  this  or  my  story  of  the  freedom 
struggle  would  not  have  been  completed.  Christians  believe 
that  sometimes  the  soul  has  to  pass  through  hell  and 
purgatory  before  it  can  reach  Heaven.  We  too  had  to  pass 
through  terrible  sufferings  and  unimaginable  sacrifices  before 
reaching  the  heaven  of  freedom  that’s  why  our  independence 
is  so  precious,  and  something  which  we  should  guard  with 
our  lives. 

Azad  :  Now  Masterji  won’t  you  tell  us  about  the  great  day — 
15th  of  August,  1947  ? 

Jay  anti  :  Were  you  in  Delhi  then?  Please  do  tell  us  how  it 
felt  on  the  first  day  of  independence. 
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Bliss  was  it  that  Dawn 

Master ji  :  Yes,  August  15,  1947  came  at  last.  How  did  it 
feel  ?  I  will  quote  for  you  a  few  lines  from  wordsworth  which 
shows  our  exact  state  of  mind  that  day 

Bliss  was  it  that  dawn  to  be  alive, 

But  to  be  young  was  very  heaven. 

Our  cup  of  joy  was  full  and  overflowing.  No  one  slept 
that  magical  night.  Lights  were  on  in  every  house — electric 
lights,  earthen  lamps,  kerosene  lamps,  petromax.  The  night 
seemed  to  rival  the  day.  No  Diwali  night  has  ever  been 
brighter  for  it  was  a  celebration  not  of  a  community,  but  of 
a  whole  nation,  a  nation  about  to  be  born. 

In  Delhi  the  centre  of  attraction  was  the  Constituent 
Assembly.  Men  and  women,  young  and  old,  rich  and  poor  all 
jostled  each  other  barely  able  to  suppress  their  excitement 
and  joy.  I  remember  it  was  raining  but  that  did  not  dampen 
anyone’s  spirit.  I  do  not  think  they  even  noticed  the  drizzle 
in  the  excitement  of  the  moment.  They  all  thronged  outside 
the  Assembly  hall.  I  was  among  the  lucky  few  who  had  been 
able  to  get  in.  Inside  I  saw  a  row  of  men  and  women  dressed 
in  white — they  were  Indians  from  all  communities,  Hindus, 
Muslims,  Sikhs,  Christians,  Parsees — these  were  the  people 
who  were  going  to  take  over  the  reigns  of  the  Government 
from  the  British. 

A  Nation  is  Born 

At  exactly  midnight  Mountbatten  entered  the  Assembly 
Chamber  and  addressed  the  Legislature.  He  conveyed  the 
good  wishes  of  the  King  of  England  and  it  struck  me  then 
that  he  was  no  longer  our  King.  After  that  Nehru  got  up.  He 
was  in  white  too,  with  the  rose  in  his  buttonhole.  Our  future 
Prime  Minister  made  us  proud.  I  wish  you  could  have  heard 
him  speak!  He  had  not  come  with  a  prepared  speech — he 
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spoke  extempore.  Nehru  was  as  charged  with  emotion  as  the 
rest  of  us,  and  words  seemed  to  flow  from  the  depth  of  his 
being.  The  words  he  uttered  that  night  I  shall  never  forget.  It 
seemed  to  contain  the  essence  of  all  we  felt.  I  shall  quote  just 
parts  of  it  now. 

“Long  years  ago  we  made  a  tryst  with  destiny,  and  now 
the  time  comes  when  we  shall  redeem  our  pledge,  not  wholly 
or  in  full  measure,  but  very  substantially.  At  the  stroke  of 
midnight  hour,  when  the  world  sleeps,  India  will  awake  to  life 
and  freedom.  A  moment  comes,  which  comes  but  rarely  in 
history,  when  we  step  out  from  the  old  to  the  new,  when  an 
age  ends,  and  when  the  soul  of  a  nation,  long  suppressed, 
finds  utterance.  It  is  fitting  that  at  this  solemn  moment  we 
take  the  pledge  of  dedication  to  the  service  of  India  and  her 
people  and  to  the  still  larger  cause  of  humanity.” 

There  was  a  hushed  silence  as  Nehru  spoke  of  India’s 
glorious  heritage,  “the  grandeur  of  her  success  and  failures,” 
her  “unending  quests  and  ideals  which  gave  her  strength.” 

After  that  the  members  of  the  Assembly  took  their  oath 
one  by  one  to  serve  India  and  to  promote  peace  and  goodwill 
among  mankind. 

Jay  anti  :  Masterji,  you  didn’t  say  anything  about  Gandhi, 
surely  he  was  in  Delhi  too? 

Masterji  :  No  he  was  not  in  Delhi,  Gandhi  could  never  for 
a  moment  forget  his  duty.  So  while  the  others  had  come  to 
Delhi  to  celebrate  the  great  moment,  Gandhi  was  in  Calcutta 
trying  to  prevent  communal  riots.  And  his  efforts  were 
crowned  with  success.  While  Punjab  groaned  under  the 
savage  fury  of  communal  violence,  Calcutta  remained  calm. 
The  town  that  had  become  notorious  after  the  ‘great  Calcutta 
killing’  was  now  miraculously  pervaded  with  brotherly  love, 
and  this  miracle  was  performed  by  Gandhi! 
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Azad  :  Perhaps  that  was  Gandhi’s  way  of  serving  “the  larger 
cause  of  humanity.’’ 

Jayantx  :  And  on  15th  August — what  did  you  do  after  the 
speeches  were  over  ? 

Mother  of  All  Celebrations 

Masterji  :  There  was  a  tremendous  defeaning  sound,  people 
burst  into  loud  cheering;  sounds  of  conch-shells,  bells,  crackers 
all  combined  to  make  one  big  happy  sound.  People  were 
laughing,  crying,  falling  into  each  others  arms  shouting 
“Mubarak  ho,”  “we  are  free.”  Every  town,  every  village  was 
celebrating  each  in  his  own  way-singing,  dancing,  distributing 
sweets,  going  to  restaurants,  offering  prayers,  or  just  chatting 
in  groups  feeling  happy. 

What  a  night  that  was!  Of  course  no  one  slept.  The 
celebrations  continued  the  whole  of  that  night  and  the  whole 
of  other  day  as  well. 

The  next  morning  the  venue  for  rejoicing  shifted  to  a 
place  near  India  Gate.  At  a  maidan  there,  the  tricolour  Indian 
flag  would  be  raised.  Not  only  the  people  of  Delhi  but  from 
miles  around  thronged  to  the  spot — in  cars  and  buses,  cycles 
and  motorcycles,  in  tongas  and  rickshaws  and  on  foot.  They 
carried  their  tiffin-carriers  and  water  flasks  and  many  even 
brought  along  their  bedding. 

The  ceremonies  began  with  the  swearing  of  the  new 
Governor  General,  followed  by  Rajendra  Prasad’s  reply  “The 
period  of  domination  of  the  British  over  India  ends  today,  and 
our  relationship  with  Britain  is  henceforth  going  to  rest  on  a 
basis  of  equality,  of  mutual  goodwill  and  mutual  profit.” 

The  Flag  of  Freedom  Unfurled 

The  proudest  moment  of  my  life  was  when  our  tricolor 
national  flag  was  unfurled — the  first  time  on  the  Council 
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house — to  the  accompaniment  of  a  thirty-one  gun  salute.  The 
second  time  was  near  India  Gate — saluting  the  flag  of  freedom 
was  the  last  ceremony  of  the  day.  You  know  a  most  wonderful 
thing  happened  at  that  moment— a  rainbow  appeared  in  the 
sky  as  if  to  bless  the  occasion!  An  eye-witness  to  the  function 
noted  in  astonishment  that  “Just  as  the  flag  was  unfurled  light 
rain  began  to  fall  and  rainbow  appeared  in  the  sky,  matching 
the  saffron,  white  and  green  of  the  flag...  I  must  confess  it 
would  have  taken  a  man  of  iron  scepticism  to  be  unimpressed 
by  such  an  augury  at  such  a  moment.” 

To  Mountbatten  too  the  15th  August  was  the  “most 
remarkable  and  inspiring  day’  of  his  life.  He  described  how 
“amid  scenes  of  the  most  fantastic  rejoicing,  and  as  the  flag 
broke,  a  brilliant  rainbow  appeared  in  the  sky,  which  was 
taken  by  the  whole  crowd  as  a  good  omen”  Mountbatten  also 
said  that  he  had  not  met  a  Britisher  or  Indian  who  had  seen 
such  crowds  before  and  after. 

I  too  had  never  lived  through  such  a  moment  before.  I 
felt  uplifted  and  at  peace  with  the  world.  A  few  lines  from 
Nehru’s  speech  kept  echoing  and  reechoing  in  my  mind. 
“This  is  no  time  for  petty  and  destructive  criticism,  no  time 
for  ill-will  or  blaming  others.  We  have  to  build  the  noble 
mansion  of  free  India  where  all  her  children  may  dwell.” 


'  .  1  ■  1 

. 


The  history  of  India's  freedom  struggle  is  an  enthralling 
one  and  has  all  the  drama  and  excitement  of  an  epic  tale. 
The  present  book  attempts  to  recreate  the  major  events 
of  the  historic  struggle  in  a  way  so  as  to  impel  the  reader 
to  find  out  more  about  it.  Written  in  the  form  of  a  dialogue, 
the  entire  story  is  narrated  through  discussions  between 
two  children  and  their  old  masterji.  By  hanging  the  chronicle 
of  the  struggle  upon  the  thread  of  personal  experience, 
the  immediacy  of  the  tonehas  been  maintained  throughout 
the  work.  It  is  hoped  that  the  book  will  inspire  the  readers  to 
remember,  no  matter  how  briefly,  the  enormous  sacrifices 
made  by  our  fore  fathers  to  win  us  this  freedom. 
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